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ABSTRACT
Useted, Thomas Andrew. MFA. The University of Memphis. May 2014. In a
Desperate Land: Rediscovering Los Angeles Pop. Major Professor: Kristen Iversen.
In this creative nonfiction manuscript, the author explores, examines, and assesses
the popular music produced by Los Angeles-based musicians during the 1960s and
1970s, in an effort to understand what that music has meant to him and, by extension,
what it might mean for contemporary listeners. A work of cultural criticism and memoir,
this project considers the music as an outgrowth of, and at its intersections with, regional
literature, film, history, myth, and landscape. The author, a native Midwesterner, uses the
physical and temporal distance between his experience and the origins of the music to
consider the ways in which national dreams and doubts have taken root in the place, and
how the place has transformed and reflected them back. Among the themes of the
manuscript are community, excess, disaster, interpretations of the American dream, and
the search for personal and regional identities.
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PROLOGUE

It is Sunday in Los Angeles. Two ragtag groups of softballers have taken over the
field at USC. One team represents the biggest commercial rock band in the country, the
other the dominant, consensus-shaping rock-and-politics magazine. At stake is no small
amount of pride. The date is May 7, 1978.
The Eagles’ team, with the band’s manager Irving Azoff at the helm, includes the
full band—Glenn Frey, Don Henley, Don Felder, Joe Walsh, and Timothy B. Schmit—
producer Bill Szymczyk, and Chicago singer and bassist Peter Cetera. Rolling Stone’s
team, managed by founding editor Jann Wenner, is a who’s who of rock critics: Charles
M. Young, Dave Marsh, Joe Klein, Cameron Crowe, Ben Fong-Torres. In the stands are
some of the most prominent musicians in Los Angeles, including Steely Dan’s Donald
Fagen and singer-songwriters Karla Bonoff and Joni Mitchell, the latter of whom says,
“I’m here as an enemy of Rolling Stone. I have a personal grudge against Mr. Jann
Wenner.” Present as well are California governor Jerry Brown and a variety of actors,
actresses, and other celebrities.
The previous September, Rolling Stone chided the Eagles in the magazine’s
Random Notes section: “On their first vacation in three years, [the Eagles] seem more
interested in finding a softball team they can beat—having lost in recent weeks to teams
fielded by Andrew Gold, Jimmy Buffett, employees of several San Francisco radio
stations and their own road crew.”
In a later issue of the country’s preeminent rock magazine, Frey concluded a letter
of correction with a proposition: “Anytime you pencil-pushing desk jockeys want to put
on your spikes, we’ll kick your ass, too.” Rolling Stone accepted the challenge, agreeing
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“to a game with these laid-back California types.” If the writers won, the Eagles would
agree to an interview; if the Eagles won, Rolling Stone would treat them to dinner in New
York. By the end of the year, the terms had changed: the losers would pay $5000 to the
UNICEF World Nutrition Program.
In the weeks leading up to the game, the back-and-forth continued. Another
Eagles loss to Jimmy Buffett’s band in the spring of 1978 was greeted with derision by
Random Notes, Charles M. Young quipping that “the only match those sissies could win
is between their breath and the inside of a cowboy boot on a muggy day.” Henley,
scheduled to pitch for the Eagles, sent Young a letter threatening a beaning. The writer
feigned shock: “I call them sissies in Random Notes and suddenly they’re taking the
game personally… I thought it was common knowledge they all live with their mothers.”
The bad blood dates back much further and didn’t start with softball. As Frey and
Henley write after the fact—in the hallowed pages of Rolling Stone, naturally:
It was about two years ago that we began to get the distinct impression
that the Rolling Stone music critics didn’t like us very much. In fact, it
seemed that they didn’t like anyone in our particular ‘genre,’ or anyone
who made music in L.A., for that matter. … Actually, some of the Rolling
Stone critics used to like us, but then we became successful, you know,
and after that, of course, it became totally impossible for any of them to
accept us, because we all know that success is inherently evil and we must
be protected from it at all costs. In the end, as all good cowboytypes do,
we decided to settle this thing ‘outside.’
And settle it they do. The critics prove to be hapless fielders, and although they
hit well, they strand numerous baserunners. The musicians, serious as ever about their
craft, outperform them in every way. Henley pitches a complete game. The Eagles win
15-8.
***
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The first time I read the story of the softball game between the Eagles and Rolling Stone
was a couple weeks after my college graduation. I was in Jacksonville, Florida, where I
had driven from Missouri with a friend who was moving there. The book on the
nightstand was Robert Draper’s already-outdated history of the only magazine to which I
then subscribed.
By that time, I had gotten rid of all but two of my Eagles CDs: Desperado and
Hotel California. Having grown interested in more aggressive, less accessible bands—in
other words, bands to which trusted rock critics had led me—I had spent the past few
years drifting away from the Eagles, and from much of what I’d listened to during
adolescence.
Fast forward a couple years. I’m still in my rural Missouri college town, back in
school, and taking a graduate seminar on the literature of the American West. Long
enamored with the West as landscape and as the backdrop to some of our country’s finest
cinema (and some of its corniest), I’ve somehow never thought of Southern California as
an end result of all that westward expansion, all that searching for paradise. I’ve never
read Raymond Chandler or Nathanael West, and it’s never occurred to me to think about
Los Angeles music in the way I’ve long thought about the music of San Francisco, New
York, or Memphis—that is, as both indelibly tied to its time and place and unmistakably
relevant to my own. It’s not long before the music, and the place, begin to take on a new
importance.
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INTRODUCTION

More than any other time in American pop history, and more than any other place,
Los Angeles between the breakthrough of surf music and the end of the Seventies is
uniquely capable of speaking to the present moment. In the flash of the present, we can
all use a past that helps us focus more clearly on who and where we are, and that provides
some key to what lies ahead.
Los Angeles was a truly unique scene. Although the narrative of the city is
cloaked in the myth of the American West, the city celebrated and loathed on records in
the Seventies was much younger. The military-industrial boom of World War II drew
people and money to Los Angeles, and when the war was over, flush with upward
mobility and disposable cash, and intoxicated by the scenery and the promise of perpetual
leisure culture, they stayed. Adding to the allure was the glow of Hollywood, which
stocked the city with the beautiful and the famous and drew dreamers from around the
country, hoping to get in on the action, or at least close enough to touch it.
At the same time, youth culture was on the rise, and the emergence of television
and rock and roll was fortunate to occur as the Baby Boomers approached their teenage
years. Sharing that fortune were the young themselves, powerful as never before with
their allowances and their value to advertising departments, as well as to the
entertainment industry. They amounted to a giant influx of audience members eager to
consume, and if youth culture could be commodified, it could make money forever.
Southern California, home to wide swaths of the film, music, and television industries,
was in an enviable position among American places: all eyes were on Los Angeles.
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By the time the Boomers were teenagers, talent of all types and qualities was
attracted from all over the country, and from beyond American borders. By the midSixties, many of the most forward-thinking rock-and-roll bands and most successful pop
groups in the country were situated in Los Angeles: the Beach Boys, the Byrds, Buffalo
Springfield, the Mamas and the Papas, the Monkees, the Turtles, the Doors. As the
Sixties ended and these groups broke up and reconfigured, the scene lost no advantage
because it was automatically populated with potential solo artists. The entire swarm of
activity surrounding Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young alone would’ve been enough to put
Los Angeles on the rock map, but by the mid-Seventies, many of the biggest names in
rock and roll had come to be intimately identified with the city: the Eagles, Linda
Ronstadt, Jackson Browne, Joni Mitchell, Fleetwood Mac.
Nor was the regional blend of rock, folk, and country styles—what Laurel Canyon
chronicler Michael Walker called “the era’s de facto pop music”—the only thing coming
out of Los Angeles. Near the end of the Seventies, Casablanca Records was the biggest
record company in town, releasing the iconic hits of Donna Summer, the Village People,
and Kiss. As Walker writes, “Los Angeles was by then the undisputed epicenter of the
record industry, with the finest recording facilities, the best engineers and producers, and
a critical mass of the world’s most influential musicians … And as the record business
went, so went L.A.” That the soundtrack to Saturday Night Fever was the album to
finally knock Fleetwood Mac’s Rumours from the top of the Billboard chart, after thirtythree weeks, was a harbinger of what was to come.
And so it turned out that the record business, following a shift in consumer habits,
went further in the direction of disco, only to see that bubble burst almost as quickly as it
had formed, and in spectacular fashion. It was an embarrassment, worse than the one
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they’d suffered by pinning their hopes on the cut-rate heirs of the Laurel Canyon crowd,
and in the process turning that popular sound into a liability. Seizing on the rise of the
early singer-songwriters, and hoping to duplicate those successes, the major labels
searched for more of the same, and the scenario replayed itself with supergroups and
country-rock bands. “Thanks to this pandering,” Walker says, “the originality and sheer
quality of the music, which had led to its unprecedented success, would now serve,
perversely, to suffocate it.”
By the end of the decade, the whole scene was at a crossroads. Bands like the
Eagles were breaking up, and key figures like Mitchell, Browne, and Neil Young seemed
alternately exhausted and restless. The generation that had come of age with their music
was also no longer the youngest, and in rock culture, youth was king. Disco had taken
over the charts and a dance-crazy public, and punk had captivated the critics, many of
whom had long been bored with singer-songwriters and country-rockers.
In fact, many critics had never warmed to them in the first place. Rolling Stone
turned on Crosby, Stills, and Nash after their first album, just as they had the Doors. By
the time their third album arrived, every Eagles record was greeted with backhanded
compliments and swipes at the Los Angeles scene. Stephen Holden, in what was
otherwise a mostly positive review of One of These Nights, summed up the magazine’s
attitude:
For all their worldly perceptiveness, the Eagles’ lyrics never transcend
Hollywood slickness. Their hard rock has always seemed a bit forced,
constructed more from commercial considerations than from any urgent
impulse to boogie. And when the Eagles attempt to communicate wild
sexuality, they sound only boyishly enthused. These limitations, however,
seem built-in to the latter-day concept of Southern California rock, of
which the Eagles remain the unrivaled exponents.
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Sensing insincerity behind the hippie posturing of the individuals, and soulless
greed within the technical perfection of the records, they smelled solipsism all around.
They might have washed their hands of the whole scene, except that by the midSeventies, with Los Angeles artists flying high and embracing the lifestyle that went
along with all the wealth and fame, the critics were presented with the added ammunition
of people behaving badly. So it happened that, in the press, the California bands were
simultaneously criticized not just for their safe, overly tasteful music, but for the evident
hypocrisy of their lavish lifestyles. “Whatever happened to getting back to the garden?”
the critics seemed to ask. To date, the books about that time and place have fixated
primarily on the financial and substance excesses of the musicians and the high stakes of
the record business. There’s a tabloid-style salaciousness about many of them that
illuminates little of the art. A reader could be excused for forgetting they’re reading about
musicians in the first place.
The naysayers’ reactions weren’t always unwarranted, and their perceptions
weren’t entirely inaccurate. At its most cynical and cookie-cutter, Los Angeles music
could be mindless and soulless, and all the worse for it because it presented itself as
something thoughtful and earnest. But three decades after the scene splintered, the best of
its music resonates as little else from its era does. Perhaps the sheer quantity of music that
came out of the city gives it an advantage over New York, Detroit, Miami, and the other
major music centers, and its ubiquity has prevented it from being forgotten. But there’s
more to it than just numbers. Los Angeles musicians connected with listeners’ hearts and
minds and drew them into a community. What they did wasn’t simply inevitable.
From the Beach Boys on, Los Angeles rock and roll focuses on our national
obsessions, and traffics in enduring American myths. Because the narrative of mainland
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westward expansion ends in Los Angeles, and because that’s where our culture ends up,
those obsessions have nowhere else to go but back. Los Angeles is a city of extremes, in
a land that longs to see bigness in everything, to feel the weight of its own history and
myths behind every action. Everything is heightened, everything magnified. Every life
tests the power of the American dream, however the dream might be conceived by those
who try to live it. The search for the perfect place takes on the characteristics of a quest;
the place itself becomes not a lucky find, but the promise of providence. Life must be as
simple as time spent relaxing in the country, or it must be the excess and risk of fast love,
faster cars, and every imaginable poison. What happens, if it’s good, makes the place
paradise; if what comes to pass is bad, the place becomes a disaster, perhaps even a
vision of apocalypse. Every extreme seems to promise a break from the status quo. The
good and the bad, the light and the dark, have equal appeal, and the only certainty is
uncertainty.
The ways in which this music confronts these themes, and the ways in which it
reinforces and subverts them, allows it to break loose from its time and place. I’ve always
been surprised by the disdain so many people seem to have for this music, some of which
I’ve been hearing since I could barely walk. Some of it pulled me through adolescence
and young adulthood, and some I’ve come to know only recently. All of it has the power
to comfort or disturb, often in equal measure. I grew up hearing these records, and
although I’ve gone through periods of not listening, I’ve always come back, and it’s
always been worth it. For all the times I’ve felt disconnected from my own country,
particularly as an adult, Los Angeles music, because it acknowledges and takes on the
challenges of living in this country, draws me back in. I want to be connected, I want to
respond to national myths, and I want to feel like my response is worth something. As the
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country appears more fractured, as a sense of what brings us together as Americans
seems so obscured it’s tempting to imagine it’s gone, or that it never existed, art that
reminds us of what we share, and helps us imagine what we might become, may be the
art we need the most.
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PART I: MAKE YOUR OWN KIND OF MUSIC

I was promised California.
For years, my parents told us we would go to California sometime for vacation.
Every year, when we discussed where we might venture over the summer, that was my
suggestion. Every year, some other place won out.
Instead of putting California out of my mind, this deprivation ensured that it
stayed there. It was the first place I can remember wondering what it might be like now.
Our travels away from our home in St. Louis had always been firmly rooted in the
past, in our family’s history, and our country’s. We went to see what used to be, relics of
our culture that had been embalmed and authorized. My brother and I had national park
passports, and our trips frequently consisted of finding the sites at which we could get our
books stamped and stickered.
It amounted to an accumulation of places. There was never a question of what
Monticello looked like now, or what the Lincoln Memorial looked like now, because
those places are static. We could see them, and we did, because in a sense that’s all they
were, places at which to direct a knowing nod, and where the ultimate object was to pose
in familial bliss while dad attempted to instruct a fellow tourist from Wisconsin or China
in the finer workings of the family camera. When the snapshot came back blurred, it went
in the album anyway because it was the only proof our paths ever crossed with history.
What those vacations instilled in me was a sense of obligation to see important
places, for the sake of being able to say that I had seen them, but no sense of obligation
toward them or toward understanding them, and no duty to make sense of my own place
in relation to them. We visited the Four Corners once, but I have no idea what it might
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have meant to be myself with arms in Utah and Colorado, legs in Arizona and New
Mexico, and people selling turquoise and leather every which way I looked.
All of our other trips took us east of the Mississippi. My family had apparently
read caution into St. Louis’ “gateway to the West” moniker—no one ventured any
further, for livelihood or for pleasure.
But before they had children, my parents had gone to California. When I was a
kid they talked up the virtues of the fresh seafood in San Francisco and the wonders of
the San Diego Zoo, and by the time I reached high school, I was beginning to obsess over
the idea of San Francisco. I read about the local music scene of the Sixties, very little of
which I’d actually heard, and tried to imagine myself in that time and place. At that point,
anything that wasn’t St. Louis was automatically exotic. When my mom saw me with a
library book about the San Francisco scene and declared it “inappropriate,” she must’ve
realized what she was doing to me.
Everything about San Francisco filled me with anticipation: the drugs, the
dancing, the fashion, the colors. But most of all I was desperate to understand the music,
because music had become the center of my life, and it seemed to be where the other
aspects of the scene coalesced.
In the early and mid-Nineties, the twenty-fifth anniversaries of the Summer of
Love and Woodstock, the blockbuster nostalgia of Forrest Gump, and the death of Jerry
Garcia meant the omnipresence of hippie culture. I think I realized even at the time that
all of this was a poor fit for me. I was never that interested in drugs, at least not actively,
and still am not, and my failure to connect with more than a little of the music makes me
think the drugs were actually the glue that held that culture together.
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But the sense of freedom San Francisco implied certainly stayed with me. I
couldn’t imagine anything that happened there in the Sixties could ever happen in St.
Louis. Because St. Louis wasn’t San Francisco, and couldn’t be, St. Louis was nothing.
***
I didn’t grow up in St. Louis proper, but in the suburb of Webster Groves, just a
few miles west of the city limits. It’s perhaps best known for having been the subject of a
CBS News documentary in the Sixties and a Time magazine profile in the late Nineties,
and as the birthplace of Jonathan Franzen, who has written about the place in much the
way I experienced it. Reading Franzen’s The Discomfort Zone was the first time outside
of that Time cover story that I experienced the sensation of reading about the place I’m
from, which must be so common to people from Los Angeles or New York, or even
many parts of the South, as to be barely worth mentioning. It felt for the first time like my
hometown was legitimate.
Webster Groves’ public reputation is that of a pleasant, somewhat affluent suburb
with a bounty of old trees and old architecture. My impression is that the place is more
economically diverse than the neighborhoods around City Hall, and Franzen’s
recollections, would indicate. The first house my parents owned, on Reavis Place,
seemed, as so many things do to the very small, almost impossibly huge. What I
remember is that we had three bedrooms, which meant one for my parents, one for me,
and one for my little brother, which was big enough to double as a playroom. We also
had a big backyard, complete with a giant mound of dirt for climbing atop in the manner
of great conquerors or explorers. I have conveniently brushed aside, as my parents
regularly remind me, the fact that we had only one bathroom, what they’ve dubbed a onebutt kitchen, and no basement.
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The presence of that latter feature in a house half a mile away, on East Glendale
Road, seems to have been the deciding factor in our moving there when I was six and a
half and my brother just about to turn four. We also got an extra bathroom, and I could
still walk to the local Catholic school, which was attached to our church and only a
couple blocks away. My brother and I had to share a room, but we had a bigger backyard.
Even better, across the street was a large public park, with tennis courts, swimming pools,
baseball diamonds, playgrounds, and, in the winter, an ice skating rink. In the summers,
we’d go to the pool almost every day, and I remember getting home in time to watch
Reading Rainbow on PBS. Webster Groves was, in many ways, an ideal childhood
environment. Things were safe, quiet, and clean, Middle American down to the Fourth of
July parade and the folks who’d go somewhat overboard with Christmas lights every
winter. It would be a lovely place to live if I hadn’t grown up there.
Being a short drive from downtown St. Louis should’ve provided ample
opportunity for seeing more of the city and getting a larger sense of culture, but I don’t
remember going to the art museum very often, or to more than a few musicals with my
grandma. We went to the zoo, and occasionally to the science center, but I can remember
going to only a handful of movies. We didn’t even go out to eat except on birthdays, and
even then we mostly wound up eating hamburgers and fries at Shoney’s.
Aside from vacations, I got most of my exposure to the outside world from books.
We did go to the library all the time, and it was reading about places like San Francisco
and London and Los Angeles that made me want to see those cities.
***
I heard Los Angeles music long before I could begin to identify it as such. To
children—and, let’s face it, many adults—music is just music. I didn’t know enough
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about context—or even what “context” meant—to think about the records my dad
listened to as being from a particular place or time, or to consider that any art doesn’t just
exist in a vacuum.
Listening to the Beatles made my world start to expand. What I knew from
reading a library book was that the Beatles were from England, which I knew from
studying maps was an island where, if Mary Poppins was to be believed, the people
talked with accents. Listening to tapes and watching and re-watching Yellow Submarine
seemed to confirm it: the Beatles talked the same way. The difference was that they
seemed to be speaking in some kind of code. I couldn’t understand them half the time,
but I sure wanted to.
Once, when my brother and I were old enough to know how to work a cassette
deck and young enough to entertain such a collaborative creative activity in the first
place, we decided to record our own Beatles-based narrative. We were going to our
grandparents’ house for the day, so we rounded up all the Beatles tapes we could find.
Once we arrived, we set to work, tucked into a bit of floor space between a bed and a
bookshelf. We started improvising, with accents of dubious accuracy, a little story that
was part Yellow Submarine and part imagination, basically just linking together our
favorite Beatles songs with talking.
Confronted with the evidence twenty years later—if it has something to do with
her grandchildren, my grandmother will find it, and will reveal its existence at
unpredictable moments—I quickly prohibited the tape from being played. I mostly just
didn’t want to be the center of attention, assuming it would be embarrassing.
But I’m also slightly curious about what hearing that tape might do to the
narrative in my head. For what now feels like years, but may very well have been only a
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matter of months, the Beatles were virtually all I listened to: Let It Be, Sgt. Pepper, and
Revolver, the latter in its truncated American version, although, naturally, I had no idea at
the time. When the library turned out to have a CD of Revolver with three unfamiliar
tracks, I was gobsmacked. I still get a jolt of surprise when “I’m Only Sleeping” comes
on. Later there was Magical Mystery Tour, and eventually Abbey Road and the first side
of the first record of the White Album, which I used as filler on some tape or another. In
fact, the first record I ever bought, with my own money, and having read about their early
hits but never had access to them, was the Beatles’ 20 Greatest Hits. (The first record I
owned, a cherished gift, wasn’t even music—it was a dramatization of the life of
Abraham Lincoln.)
I listened to Beatles tapes everywhere I went. When we went on vacation, motion
sickness prevented me from reading in the car, but nothing could stop me from listening
to music. When we spent summer days at our grandparents’ or cousins’ houses, I happily
secluded myself in a quiet corner and pushed play. My first Walkman may have been the
most important gift I ever received because, for the first time in my life, music could be a
private pleasure.
Maybe I worry that hearing the Yellow Submarine ripoff that I made with my
brother might demystify my memory of the Beatles and, by extension, some small but
significant part of my childhood. I might discover that I made things up about the
Beatles, whose story—all the fact, myth, history, and love that comprise it—matters as
much to me as any transformative work of art. The shock would be the revelation that,
even though I think I’ve always felt this way about the Beatles, there was a time when I
actually didn’t, or worse: that I recognized what that group meant to me, and I somehow
betrayed them anyway.
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This is ridiculous, though. A couple kids imitating a movie and making what was
essentially a mix tape with spoken interludes should seem like what it was in the first
place: something tantamount to an act of worship. Who knows, maybe instead of
revealing what an awkward kid I was when I was some single-digit age, that tape would
shed light on how the Beatles shaped me: as a fan, a listener, a thinker, a human being.
***
Enjoying the Beatles with my brother, aside from making that tape at our
grandparents’ house, mostly consisted of watching Yellow Submarine, as much of a go-to
videotape in our house as any of the Muppet movies, Back to the Future, The
Neverending Story, or The Wizard of Oz. And sharing with a sibling is a different beast
than sharing with friends. Whereas, to me, family was always an understood and reliable
community, I didn’t really have the same experience when it came to non-family
members.
Friend groups seem to offer a different kind of community, in that they start on
much more tenuous footing. Friends have to feel each other out, at least on some level,
before they can really get down to business. My experience, as someone who’s never
made close friends very easily, is that I remember the beginnings of friendships having a
sense of possibility, a feeling that anything could happen. Perhaps it’s fitting, then, that
my first real taste of the kind of community that’s possible among people who aren’t
related to each other—who don’t already have at least a little automatic mutual
understanding—would eventually lead to my sharing one of the most important and
lasting Los Angeles records with a friend.
As a bookish and not especially physical child, with an outgoing and sometimes
obnoxiously energetic brother, I felt my lack of belonging all the more acutely because
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the other children around me didn’t appear to experience a similar struggle. I can
remember being in preschool and avoiding the playground, preferring to befriend a boy
with a broken leg whose recess consisted of sitting in his wheelchair. Then I went home
and thought about that injured boy for days. I’m willing to bet that this was an early
crush, but also that I was just trying to find some way of allying myself with another
person.
My interactions with my classmates during elementary school were somewhat
limited. There were two, Tim and Michael, with whom I was friendly outside of school.
We bonded over nerd pursuits, like reading and discussing the daily St. Louis PostDispatch, and writing a collaborative episodic novel about the motley gang of individuals
living in the apartment complex across the parking lot from our school.
The novel spilled over with peculiar obsessions—the Clintons, Taco Bell, the
bowel movements of one character’s dog—but none more so than the pop music of our
parents’ generation, which we absorbed via St. Louis’ oldies station and Tim’s parents’
record collection. One of the characters was named Karen Carpenter, for her real-life
counterpart’s resemblance to the singer, but the music found its way into the story in a
variety of forms: characters would burst into song, or speak only in cryptic lyrics (Bob
Dylan’s of the mid-Sixties, primarily); bands and singers would make cameo
appearances; characters would almost always be listening to music. A memorable scene
in an early chapter consisted of a violent altercation between two characters over the
relative merits of Fleetwood Mac and the Supremes. It really is a shame that, to my
knowledge, no copy of the manuscript still survives.
I suppose I’ve never outgrown some of the impulses that were behind that
endeavor. If music was anything to the characters in The Back Alley and Immediate
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Vicinity, it was part of the fabric of daily life. It was a point of reference, and a shaper of
individual identity, the sort of thing that brought people to blows, or bonded them
together as a community. It was, somewhat perversely, perhaps as close to the heart of
the story as anything. In this way, the several hundred pages bore the stamps of their
creators. We had many of the same fights, and shared in many of the same joys. We
argued and we laughed, but first and foremost we listened.
If we were a small community, we were also very much on the outside of the
larger and more influential ones. Michael straddled the line, being very smart and
confident as well as an athlete, but Tim was no athlete at all, and interpersonally
awkward. His reputation rested solely on his smarts, which in grade school amounts to a
kind of social death. Meanwhile, although I wasn’t a total embarrassment at sports, I also
wasn’t as smart as either of my friends. My hold on the middle was tenuous.
***
When I was in fifth grade, my homeroom teacher decided we were plenty old
enough to start being engaged in national affairs. In the spring, with George H.W. Bush
running for reelection against a Democrat to be named later, she had us assemble a poster
of the various primary candidates to track their progress. Tim, Michael, and I took
especial interest in the spectacle, marveling at the attention paid to ex-Klansman David
Duke and unexpected independent candidate Ross Perot.
By the early summer, our eyes were on Bill Clinton, whose eye-shaded rendition
of “Heartbreak Hotel” on The Arsenio Hall Show made everyone else look stodgy.
Approaching our teenage years, we were very concerned with what seemed cool. If Hall
was a little wacky, it was practically unimaginable that Bush even knew a rock-and-roll
song, much less that he would perform one on national television.
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But “Heartbreak Hotel” was hardly the most important Clinton musical moment,
as far as we were concerned. When the Clinton people chose “Don’t Stop” as his
campaign theme, we thought that was just the greatest thing in the world. Never mind
that, on paper, that song reads as far too unctuous even for a politician—“I never meant
any harm to you” comes across very differently in hindsight. Here was Fleetwood Mac,
in the spotlight after what seemed an eternity to those of us whose knowledge began and
ended with Rumours. We were young enough to be unaware of their ill-advised
soldiering on after Lindsey Buckingham’s departure several years earlier. That Rumours
had come out before we were born lent it, and the band, an ancient quality, and
Fleetwood Mac’s eventual regrouping for the Clinton inaugural ball may as well have
been a reunion of the cast of The Dick Van Dyke Show, which my friends and I would
likely have greeted in equally bug-eyed fashion.
I knew Fleetwood Mac would be important to me from the first time I heard them.
For one thing, they were the first band I got into independent of my parents, and the first
band to which a friend introduced me. Friends I’ve made later in life seem to have had
that kind of peer-prompted cultural revelation at far greater frequency than I ever have.
To this day, I’m leery of arts-related recommendations, even from my closest friends. So
it makes sense that I remember very well those days in fifth grade when, in Tim’s
basement, we listened to Rumours with the sort of enthusiasm our peers somehow
mustered for the New Kids on the Block, MC Hammer, Boyz II Men, or Guns ’n’ Roses.
We cranked that CD loud, and of course Tim’s mom wasn’t about to complain. After all,
it was her music. When we laughed at the preposterousness of a man being named
“Lindsey” and a woman being named “Stevie,” she said, “Well, if you think that’s funny,
you must not have heard of the Nitty Gritty Dirt Band!”
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It may be easy to wonder what a couple of eleven-year-olds could have possibly
heard in a record like Rumours, but what we heard was what anyone with working ears
looks for in pop music: words, rhythm, melody. Those little bugs that wriggle into your
spirit and set it dancing. Every note of Rumours has that stuff to spare.
Lindsey Buckingham frequently gets compared to Beach Boys mastermind Brian
Wilson: they’re both from California, both meticulous producers with a knack for
harmony, and both a little crazy. It’s true that, on Fleetwood Mac’s classic albums, each
note is in its place. I saw a making-of-the-album documentary once, and apparently the
only part of Rumours that’s actually a live, full-band instrumental performance is the last
part of “The Chain,” starting with the bass solo. That the album is so heavily overdubbed
and yet so alive-sounding gives the lie to the sort of snobbery that assumes music pieced
together in the studio is somehow emotionally inferior to that which arises organically.
So the idea that a couple of detail-oriented young Midwestern nerds could find
much to appreciate on Rumours shouldn’t be all that surprising. We picked that record
apart. Tim and I thought lines like “players only love you when they’re playin’” and “I
keep my visions to myself,” both in “Dreams,” were potentially very scandalous, and
therefore all the more alluring. In “Never Going Back Again,” we debated whether
Buckingham sang “been down two times” as a singular or plural construction and
questioned the veracity of the printed lyric, certain we’d caught someone at Warner
Brothers in not just an error, but a lie. It was years before I learned who was singing and
when on “Don’t Stop”—we thought Christine McVie kind of sounded like a man, and
“You Make Lovin’ Fun” served as prime evidence. “Songbird” was boring except as an
opportunity to make fun of the way McVie sang the word “before,” all trilling and prissy.
The use of the word “damn” all over “The Chain,” less sung than spat out, was a favorite
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moment for giggling—as good Catholic boys, we delighted in singing along, assuming
the risk of being caught was well worth taking. We never could master the handclaps on
“I Don’t Want to Know,” and I still haven’t. “Oh Daddy” always seemed slightly sinister,
but also dull. (Poor Christine, it’s really no wonder I had a bad first impression—I had
someone else to mock her with me. Now I think, if you gather all of her cuts from
Fleetwood Mac, Rumours, and Tusk, you’d have one hell of a good pop album.) And the
closer, “Gold Dust Woman,” was absolutely impenetrable. What was Stevie singing after
that second chorus, as the song dissolved into a veritable witch’s cauldron of cacophony?
Who was breaking the glass, and why? In 1992, these were urgent questions.
The level of mystery permeating Rumours, at least for me, derived partly from its
unfamiliarity: my parents’ joint record collection somehow failed to include a single
Fleetwood Mac platter. They were both twenty-two in 1977, very much in the recordbuying demographic, but perhaps they were content to hear all of Rumours’ chart bait on
the radio, and to leave the songs to reside in that realm. Up to that point, I’d relied on my
parents’ tastes, to the extent that my own music collection when I first heard Rumours
didn’t deviate much from the Beatles, Billy Joel, and Elton John. But when I got my first
CD player and enrolled in the Columbia Record Club, Rumours was among my initial
twelve CDs for a penny.
Rumours wasn’t just a record that was new to me—it was part of a collection that
was much larger and seemed to barely overlap with the one in my own house. Tim’s
parents had hundreds of records, and unlike at my house, where for years the handling of
vinyl was supervised, we had free rein, and we certainly took advantage of it.
For a couple years, I probably went over to Tim’s house three times a week after
school, usually just on a whim, and we would hang out until dinnertime. One of those
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afternoons was when we started our novel, and sometimes we’d work on that. Other
times we’d play board games or grill his mom for information about the olden days. But
often we’d just listen to music, perhaps going for a standby obsession like Rumours or
Sgt. Pepper, or letting whatever the oldies station was playing on the ride between school
and his house determine the day’s direction.
Among our radio favorites were the hits of the Mamas and the Papas, which were
played with such regularity that we couldn’t help spending a lot of time thinking about
them. Their vocal arrangements were even more complex than those of Fleetwood Mac,
rendering the singalong options virtually endless. “California Dreamin’,” “Monday
Monday,” “I Saw Her Again Last Night,” “Go Where You Wanna Go,” “Creeque Alley,”
“Dedicated to the One I Love”—every time we turned the dial, there they were, as
common in that setting as Motown or the Beatles. Their first record was called If You
Can Believe Your Eyes and Ears, and the point was that you almost couldn’t.
Tim’s parents had all the Mamas and Papas albums, and of course Mama Cass
always seemed to be the focal point, since she was the fat one. We were more than a little
obsessed with her. One of the characters in our novel even had a dog named Cass. Being
preteen boys, we made Mama Cass jokes behind the back of a morbidly obese long-term
substitute teacher. I’m more than embarrassed by that cruelty today—who wouldn’t be?
I’m also troubled by the implication that Cass Elliot was nothing but the fat one,
that she didn’t contribute in valuable ways. First off, forget the notion that her weight
somehow made her less sexy than pretty little blonde Michelle Phillips. I’m not sure I
could pick Michelle’s voice out of a crowd, but Cass Elliot? That woman could plain
sing, and if there’s anything sexier, in the context of Sixties pop, than just being able to
put a song across, I have no idea what it would be. Check out “I Call Your Name,” the
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then-obscure Beatles track they cut for their first album. Elliot doesn’t carry the song by
herself, but the sections where she takes the lead demonstrate her power as an interpreter,
stretching notes in unexpected ways and manipulating the timing not like an average rock
singer, but with the deftness of one well-schooled in jazz and pre-rock pop. That the
Mamas and the Papas were able to scratch a comparatively pedestrian Beatles b-side and
find a Thirties saloon-style piano number is testament to someone’s offbeat sensibility,
and I can only assume it was Elliot’s. She would take her music in this direction most
famously on “Dream a Little Dream of Me,” the final Mamas and Papas single, which
wound up being released under her name, and fairly, too—I can’t detect the touch of any
of the others.
My first exposure to Elliot’s solo work wasn’t so encouraging. This was partly
due to her old-fashioned predilections, which gave me initial and sustained pause. I had
much the same problem approaching the work of Randy Newman and Harry Nilsson; my
pop knowledge doesn’t go back much farther than Elvis Presley, and I’ve never had
much of an appetite for the Great American Songbook.
But Cass Elliot posed a different sort of dilemma.
Sometimes, when no one was home, I would sample some of the albums my dad
never played, the ones with the sleeves I’d practically memorized over years of browsing.
At the time, even though I’d seen Tim’s parents’ record collection, I still thought my
dad’s was more than anyone could ever really need. After all, there were dozens of
albums in the cabinet that I’d never heard, because he didn’t even listen to them. Looking
back, it seems like he must’ve played the same records, and the same stacks of tapes,
over and over. It never occurred to me to ask him to change things up, and by the time
curiosity began to take over, the turntable policy in our house had become more lax.
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Some of the records in the cabinet were my mom’s, but I never recall her playing
them. They were by groups like the Lettermen, the Grass Roots, and the Carpenters—
stuff my dad wouldn’t have touched. She also had a copy of Bubblegum, Lemonade,
and… Something For Mama, Cass Elliot’s second record, the sleeve very battered, with
Elliot plopped on its cover like the queen of cotton candy. It looked intriguing. I knew I
liked the Mamas and the Papas, so I was curious to know what Bubblegum sounded like.
My first impression was that it sounded like the cover looked. Really, I based that
on the first verse and chorus of “Blow Me a Kiss,” because I wouldn’t get past that point
until I was in my mid-twenties. And that was the second track on the album. It wasn’t just
that it sounded tame and safe—it was that the opening cut, “It’s Getting Better,” was so
effervescent, so bursting with melody and joy, that I felt compelled to play it over and
over. Who cared what the rest of the album sounded like? I mean, as far as I knew, I had
discovered “It’s Getting Better.” I’d never heard it on the radio, and I could see no reason
why not. It sounded, in all the best ways, like a Seventies sitcom theme song. That “Blow
Me a Kiss” was such an immediate letdown led me to discard the rest of the album as
being more of the same.
There may have been another reason I didn’t listen further, and why I never
bothered to share this unearthed Mama Cass song with Tim. It was the same reason I
wouldn’t have been caught dead with that record on the turntable. My assumption was
that only one kind of boy listens to a record with that much pink on the cover. Since I
already recognized myself as being that kind of boy, there was no point putting such
obvious evidence out into the world.
Years later, when I was twenty-six or twenty-seven, I found it gratifying to
discover, upon hearing Bubblegum, Lemonade, and… Something for Mama in its entirety,
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that not only was the whole record much better than I’d expected, but it was also, hands
down, the most obliquely gay pop album I’d ever heard. The likes of “I Can Dream,
Can’t I,” “When I Just Wear My Smile,” and especially “Make Your Own Kind of
Music,” once I heard them with a better sense of my own identity, would be forever
identified as songs of gay loss, love, and liberation.
Hettie MacDonald’s triumphant and joyous Beautiful Thing, set in public housing
in early-Nineties London, took what I heard and built a movie around it. The coming-ofage story of two boys who, by film’s end, have entered into a relationship, features a
whole soundtrack of Cass Elliot and Mamas and Papas songs; one character is so
enamored with Elliot that she assumes her identity during a drug trip. The first time I saw
it, at the moment “It’s Getting Better” erupts over the credit sequence, it was clear I was
in for something special.
But that was all far into the future. Within a couple years of our afternoons with
Fleetwood Mac and Mama Cass, Tim and I were at different high schools and had drifted
apart. By that time I was increasingly insular and self-conscious. In high school, I was
content to be casually friendly with my classmates, but also to spend my nights and
weekends working at Barnes & Noble rather than staying at home not caring about
parties I wasn’t ever going to be invited to anyway.
***
Absorbing Rumours and sampling all kinds of other records at Tim’s house was
the extent of my experience with shared music until I reached college. From the moment
I started working there, I put in twenty hours a week at the bookstore, even more during
the summer and over the holidays. I typically worked until the store closed at eleven
o’clock, and often wouldn’t get home until close to midnight. Because I almost always
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wound up napping between school and work, it was usually well after midnight before I
could start on my homework. Since I was buying several CDs a week, this was usually
when I managed to listen to them, late at night, after everyone else was asleep and I was
trying to decipher a series of calculus problems. I bought as much music as I could
afford, and listened to it as often as possible—in the car, doing homework, lying in bed. I
offered to run errands for my parents just so I could go driving and turn the tape deck up
nice and loud.
Work was a great outlet for talking about music. Barnes & Noble kept me
stationed in the music department, for the most part. It was way at the back of the store,
so it was usually pretty quiet, which meant I could read and decide what CDs to buy that
night. I served under five different managers while I was there, and with each new boss, I
was entrusted with a little more responsibility. Eventually I was placing orders for CDs
we weren’t stocking but probably should. One great thing about that place was that we
tried to offer as broad and as deep a selection as we could. The more I knew, the more
helpful I could be, and the more I had access to—the more I bought—the more I’d know.
It worked out pretty well, and it didn’t hurt that the Nineties were a boom era for CD
reissues. Labels like Rhino were releasing groundbreaking collections seemingly every
week.
I was around so much music, and had such easy access to more, that I could
barely keep up, and being around other people with weird taste more than made up for
the lack of stimulation I got from my classmates. Everyone at my high school listened to
the Dave Matthews Band, U2, and rap. So on the rare occasions when I found myself
driving around town with peers in tow, I always felt very self-conscious about the tapes I
had in the car. (Also about the lack of a CD player.) Fortunately, I happened to like
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Nirvana’s Unplugged record, and most boys in the late Nineties found it more than
agreeable, so we wound up listening to that a lot.
Since I bonded over it with my unpopular friends, or just discovered and got into
it on my own, my first instinct was always to be ashamed of the squareness of my taste in
music. By the time I left for college, although I had stacks of Crosby, Stills, and Nash,
Eagles, Fleetwood Mac, Doors, and Joni Mitchell CDs, those piles stayed in St. Louis.
What I brought along instead were the Velvet Underground, Nuggets, Johnny Cash, Patti
Smith, the Rolling Stones—music that would make me seem harder and more
progressive than I actually was. In a new town for the first time, and faced with the
constant presence of my peers, I wanted to be cool, and if I’d learned anything from
spending my entire adolescence in sheltered solitude, it was that music like Joni
Mitchell’s wasn’t cool.
Needless to say, I’ve completely changed my mind about Los Angeles music, but
I’ve also come to think very differently about taste and shame. I think it’s silly to be
nervous or ashamed of the art we like, and I don’t believe in guilty pleasures at all. We
should own our pleasures, not out of any sort of contrarian impulse, nor as some kind of
badge of honor, but with sincerity. We ought to like what we like, and we ought to own
up to it. It would be nice if we could move toward thinking more about why we like what
we do, and what it is we dislike about the art that doesn’t move us. Getting over our
embarrassment would be a good start.
And yet throughout my college years I was obsessed with the artist who probably
played the most crucial role in getting me past my shame. Neil Young neatly bridged the
soft sounds I’d grown up with and the more aggressive ones I wanted so much to identify
with, and to have identified with me. He was undoubtedly, uncompromisingly cool. If
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Harvest was one of the first CDs I owned, and his association with Crosby, Stills, and
Nash was where my interest began, there was also much darker, less immediately
comforting music in his catalogue, music that the radio wouldn’t touch and that never
made its way into my parents’ record collection.
***
Neil Young has been able to take his place in the rock pantheon in a way few of
his Los Angeles peers have managed. His independence and unpredictability have long
been admired, and his missteps frequently criticized but rarely regarded as reasons to
write him off. From his days with Buffalo Springfield, Young was content to do his own
thing regardless of whether he was supposed to be part of a band. Considered too
unconventional a singer, with his high, nasally whine, he took a back seat on the first
Buffalo Springfield album, even though he wrote five of its songs. By the time of Buffalo
Springfield Again the scope of Young’s talent was apparent: the record contains “Mr.
Soul,” “Expecting to Fly,” and “Broken Arrow,” three of the most recognizable songs in
that band’s catalogue. The first was a raging rocker in the “Satisfaction” mold. The others
incorporated the orchestral arrangements of Jack Nitzsche, the former as a basically
straightforward ballad, the latter in the form of a sound collage. These were ambitious
works, all the more so when you consider Young was twenty-one at the time.
By the time of his first solo album, a mostly under-realized collaboration with
Nitzsche, Young had a good reputation. When he recruited Crazy Horse for the followup, Everybody Knows This Is Nowhere, it marked an immediate shift in approach. The
opener, “Cinnamon Girl,” rocked even harder than “Mr. Soul”—the guitars have more
crunch, and there’s less studio trickery. Where his first album included a nine-minute
solo acoustic performance, his second featured two electric-guitar showcases of
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comparable length: “Down by the River” and “Cowgirl in the Sand.” Young’s reputation
as a guitarist grew out of these monoliths and “Cinnamon Girl”: noisy, one-note solos,
uninterested in virtuosity, and very focused on the groove. The rest of the album explored
country and folk styles, and the whole turned out to be one of the purest expressions of
Young’s talent and range. Shortly thereafter, under the auspices of their needing to
bolster their live sound, Young teamed up with Crosby, Stills, and Nash.
Young’s strongest contributions during his initial stint with CSN are the twenty
minutes of acoustic music on the live album 4 Way Street, music that got some serious
stereo time in my bedroom in the mid-Nineties. When I bought that album—no small
investment, two discs for twenty-five bucks—I didn’t really know “On the Way Home,”
“Cowgirl in the Sand,” “Don’t Let It Bring You Down,” “The Loner,” “Cinnamon Girl,”
and “Down by the River.” By the time I’d heard them once, I would’ve bought any early
Neil Young album I could find, and did.
When I started eighth grade, I also started taking guitar lessons, and those tracks
on 4 Way Street were a revelation. Young frequently used non-standard guitar tunings,
and his playing sounded exotic. (It also made his songs hard to play along with.) Where
he really grabbed me was with his use of hammered notes, suspended chords, and choppy
rhythms, none of which I could’ve described in technical terms—I should probably still
not bother; I never became a particularly skilled or polished guitarist. There was a
rhythmic thrust to his playing that made everything seem urgent, and it was so
unpredictable that it seemed to demand attention. On top of this was the way he used his
voice, the way he’d accent certain syllables or punctuate a line with his strumming, or
play so softly it almost sounded like he’d stopped completely. Discovering bootlegs in
college of his Carnegie Hall show from 1970 and a surprise gig at the Bottom Line in
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1974 was like encountering an alternate Neil Young universe in which he only played in
my favorite style. I still think the only person who compares as a solo acoustic performer
is Bob Dylan.
So after 4 Way Street knocked me out, I resolved to dig deeper. But when I ripped
the plastic off my CD of Everybody Knows This Is Nowhere and found, with the first
blast of “Cinnamon Girl,” that none of those 4 Way Street songs were performed
acoustically, I felt deceived. I’m not sure why else I’d have thought a four-minute song
from the live album would turn out to be nine minutes on the studio version, but I did,
and I’ll admit that being faced with the “real,” original versions of those songs—which
were, for me, very much settled as being in the acoustic mode—only made me cling to
those live tracks that much more.
But buying those Neil Young albums also exposed me to even more of his songs,
and it turned out I liked many of them. By the time I got to high school I already
considered Young among my favorite musicians, but my hesitancy regarding his electric
work may have prevented me from taking things any further. I did get Decade as a
Christmas present one year, but rather than push me to buy any more of his albums, it
seemed to confirm and summarize what I already knew—that his early work was his
best—and to distill his post-Harvest work well enough. He compiled it himself, so I
figured there couldn’t be much missing.
As it turned out, I was wrong. The work Neil Young put out after Harvest—on
Time Fades Away, Tonight’s the Night, On the Beach, Zuma, American Stars ’n’ Bars,
Comes a Time, and Rust Never Sleeps—is music for which I’d trade the entire careers of
most other artists. This is music that confronts the culture that produced it, but what
makes it more than ranting or mere social commentary is the way it’s so deeply steeped
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in self-awareness. If Los Angeles—all its hypocrisy, artificiality, and excess—takes a
beating, Young indicts himself just as unflinchingly.
***
One of my break-time rituals at Barnes & Noble was reading the great British
rock magazines, Mojo and Uncut, with my soup and croissant. One night in November
1998, the Mojo cover story turned out to be a lengthy piece about Neil Young’s “ditch”
trilogy—after a remark he made in the Decade liner notes about the turn his career took
after “Heart of Gold”—and I read it with rapt enthusiasm. The first three albums Young
released after Harvest, this article detailed, were dark, troubled affairs brought on by drug
problems, personal struggles, and general disillusionment with culture and politics. The
period was, apparently, such a nightmare that Young had refused to even release two of
the albums, Time Fades Away and On the Beach, on CD. Tonight’s the Night, however,
was available—it was, in fact, just a few hundred feet away from where I sat in the cafe,
back in the music department where I’d soon be returning to work. This is how I lived in
high school: if I read about it and it sounded interesting, I bought it. That night, I bought
Tonight’s the Night.
Sleep-deprived, struggling through senior-year college-prep coursework, bored
even in English class because we’d abandoned Fitzgerald and Whitman for Shakespeare,
Dickens, and the Romantic poets—this is how I encountered Neil Young’s most gripping
music.
The first thing I noticed about Tonight’s the Night was that it was as shambolic as
I’d read. The couple tracks on Decade hadn’t stood out as being especially sloppy, but
that could’ve been because they fit in with the rest of the mid-Seventies material so well,
or because “Tonight’s the Night” and “Tired Eyes” actually sound pretty put-together
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next to some of their album-mates. While there’s more than a hint of raggedness in
Young’s voice, it’s nothing compared to “Mellow My Mind,” where he sounds on the
verge of both complete vocal loss and physical collapse. There’s something both pitiful
and admirable about hearing a singer reach for high notes when you already hear him
struggling—when he sings, “Lonesome whistle on a railroad track / ain’t got nothin’ on
those feelings that I had,” the words come out so scratched the first time around, you
think, surely he won’t try it again, and when he does, it sounds even worse, out of breath
and barely classifiable as musical notes.
To audiences only familiar with Young’s most commercially successful music,
this must’ve sounded like miserable decline. I know I was taken aback by just how rough
songs like “Mellow My Mind” and “Borrowed Tune” sounded. But I was also surprised
by how accessible Tonight’s the Night was, in spite of its obvious mistakes. “Mellow My
Mind” and “Roll Another Number” sounded like country songs, maybe just a bit looser
than usual. “Lookout Joe” was a loud, lurching rock song, as was “Come on Baby Let’s
Go Downtown.” Sure, there was a sloppiness to it that almost any other artist would’ve
been loath to expose, but it also brought out the emotional heart of the material in a way
that would’ve disappeared had Young and company tried a do-over. For that matter, if
Young had been in a better place, the songs may have never even been written.
It’s dangerous to imply that maybe suffering for art is best, or that art born out of
personal turmoil is somehow greater than art created in complacent comfort. It’s certainly
not always better for the artist—a fat lot of good it did Nick Drake to record Pink Moon.
But I should admit that getting to know Tonight’s the Night as a direct result of reading
about the circumstances of its creation probably did glamorize it for me. Much as I’d like
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to claim to be unaffected by tales of celebrities gone wild, it’s just not true. It’s a part of
American culture to which too many of us aren’t immune.
But Tonight’s the Night also winds up being a story of redemption. That it exists
at all is testament to Young’s persistence and vision, and this isn’t just a feel-good,
happy-ending cliche—Reprise actually did initially refuse to release the album, and it
wouldn’t come out until after the barely more optimistic On the Beach, rendering the
chronology of Young’s mid-Seventies journey somewhat confusing.
***
Although it didn’t necessarily scare me, listening to records like Tonight’s the
Night did make me sit up and take note. Spending so much time by myself, or working,
kept me pretty well walled off from conflict and extreme emotions. Hearing the very
evident pain of Neil Young, or of Bob Dylan on the stripped-down New York sessions
for Blood on the Tracks, or of John Lennon on his primal-scream outing Plastic Ono
Band, on which he tackled all the big subjects he could think of (“Mother,” “Love,”
“God”), put me in the room with actual suffering. On the one hand, it was fascinating,
seeing how these guys squeezed art out of life’s miseries. On the other, it made me think
I should somehow be feeling more, like I was only part of a person.
Little of what I was exposed to as a kid seemed intended to shake me out of my
comfort zone. But growing up where I did also imbued certain places with a sense of
danger, not least St. Louis itself. It wasn’t just the violence splashed across the PostDispatch every single morning, which I eventually lulled myself into believing was just a
regular part of the landscape of any city, rather than that my city wasn’t what it was,
which was exceptionally violent. It was also the annual promise of tornadoes, which
rarely sent us scurrying to the basement for shelter, but which were handled with such
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sensational urgency by the local media, and by my parents, that their threat shook me to
the core. People weren’t being murdered on my block, but I could look out the window
and see whether a storm seemed out of the ordinary, or whether everything had taken on
the yellow-green stillness that spelled trouble.
All the more frightening, because it might happen without warning, was the threat
of the long overdue New Madrid Fault earthquake. In the fall of 1990, when I was in
fourth grade, Thanksgiving was cloaked in anxiety by the New Mexico climatologist Iben
Browning’s prediction of an imminent, likely devastating quake. The children were asked
to bring canned goods and other non-perishables to school. Each classroom was to be
well-stocked in the event of our being indefinitely stranded.
On the morning the ground was scheduled to open up, I remember my whole class
being restless. Some of the boys, no doubt primed by Hollywood for the awesomeness of
collapsing buildings and total mayhem, seemed almost disappointed when the promised
disaster never materialized. As the day went on, and it became clear that Browning’s
calculation was off, we released our collective breath and drifted back into normalcy.
That morning has stayed with me, and living just down the fault line in Memphis
has rekindled the fear of what Browning portended, because his failure to correctly
predict the earthquake is much scarier to me than any scenario involving a tornado. Not
that tornadoes are anything to yawn about, of course—the first spring I lived here, the
sirens were activated several times a week, and my husband and I quickly learned that we
have a leaky roof—but warnings are issued on the basis of actual sightings, and being
able to see a storm offers a strange sort of comfort. An earthquake, by contrast, allows for
no time to think, and if a tornado can come across as an external and explainable threat,
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an earthquake feels like a betrayal. It is a literal upending of the earth. It absolutely earns
the fear it provokes.
***
For years, the privacy in which I experienced music was my norm. From the time
I got my first Walkman I would lie in bed at night, going deeper and deeper into rock and
roll. So it was with the Beatles, and so it was with the other records I latched onto as an
adolescent, which offered wonderful glimpses of worlds quite unlike the one I lived in:
Elton John’s early albums, on which he played the role of the vicarious American; the
Grateful Dead, who ran the full range of the country’s vernacular music through an acid
trip and produced something genuinely new and inimitable; Bruce Springsteen, whose
early teen dramas couldn’t get me out of St. Louis fast enough, and whose explorations of
adulthood’s endless night hit harder the older I grew.
Foremost was Bob Dylan, successor to the Beatles in my personal pantheon.
When Michael and Tim and I wrote our stories about the apartment complex, there was a
reason Dylan was all over it: his language introduced new possibilities into the ways we
might communicate with each other, and new ways of seeing the world for the fucked-up,
crazy place it is. His characters spoke in what seemed like code, confident that outsiders
would try to crack it and come up empty, because the joke was on them: it wasn’t a code
at all, just the truest, most efficient means of transmitting information. He also provided a
window through which one might comprehend American life: “Highway 61 Revisited” is
nothing if not an indictment of our national penchant for exploitation and destruction.
Anything can happen out there, from the travails of Biblical and folk figures to the
apocalypse. The last verse, in which, out of boredom, a third world war is proposed and
promoted, is one of my favorites in any song. Its craziness is frightening because the idea,
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in these times, doesn’t seem all that far off from probability: “We’ll just put some
bleachers out in the sun / and have it on Highway 61!”
Fitting, then, that U.S. Route 61, the “Blues Highway,” bisects the country along
the route of the Mississippi River, running from Dylan’s Minnesota through my
birthplace in St. Louis and my current home in Memphis, all the way down to New
Orleans. When the river flooded in 1927, it was sixty miles wide just south of Memphis.
The flood played a key role in the Great Migration and resulted in a rich pop-cultural
heritage, particularly in music: Charley Patton’s 1929 “High Water Everywhere,”
Memphis Minnie’s “When the Levee Breaks” in the same year, Randy Newman’s
“Louisiana 1927” on 1974’s remarkable and empathetic Good Old Boys—and
reincarnated in the wake of Hurricane Katrina—and, seeming to bring things full circle,
Dylan himself, on 2006’s “The Levee’s Gonna Break.” But his most haunted record—
also his most varied, and his funniest in years—was Love and Theft, released on the
morning of September 11, 2001 and, with “High Water (for Charley Patton),” “Lonesome
Day Blues,” “Honest With Me,” and others, sounding unmistakably like prophecy.
Growing up, I got the impression that the Mississippi River was to be viewed as a
nexus of American myths and obsessions. It was certainly there in Huckleberry Finn, and
in the elegant simplicity of the Gateway Arch. But while I thought an awful lot about the
worlds conjured up on records, imagining physical locations and the kinds of people that
inhabited them, none of those records seemed to illuminate St. Louis. I couldn’t seem to
find my home even in Music from Big Pink or American Beauty, records that sounded
like they wanted to encompass the whole of the country. If my home wasn’t in those
records, I figured it was no place, and that if I was to be somebody, I couldn’t be from a
place that was no kind of place at all.
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***
To my parents’ eternal credit, they made no effort to keep me in St. Louis after I
graduated. At the same time, I made barely any effort to leave, applying to only one
college, and after I was fortunately accepted, I moved three hours north.
Kirksville, Missouri, just south of the Iowa border, was home to sixteen thousand
people, various agricultural and manufacturing plants, and a six thousand-student
master’s-level university. It was a college town without the amenities. For shopping, live
music, and more adventurous food than Mexican or Chinese, Columbia was an hour and
a half down the road. Many students came from St. Louis, Kansas City, and Chicago, and
a large percentage of them headed home on weekends.
After a while, I came to love Kirksville for its remoteness, the warmth and
kindness of its university community, its laughably low cost of living, its numerous bars,
and the quietness of its summers. All told, I wound up living there for seven years.
Perhaps it was a good thing I wasn’t really even looking for my home when I left
for college, because Kirksville might have been even harder to find reflected in the music
I was listening to. When I got there, I was more interested in realizing my sudden
freedom. The moment my parents hit the road, I began visualizing what life might look
like with all this free time. I imagined myself reading novels, walking around the town
square, scrounging for records in the numerous junk shops nearby. Having no computer
meant having no Internet, which I might not have known what to do with anyway, and
having no friends and no obligations to anyone meant having all this time. My roommate,
a bleach-blond country boy on an ultimately futile mission to join a fraternity, wasn’t
going to be my new best friend, or even someone to eat meals with. I felt blissfully
untethered.
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On move-in day, looking out my third-floor dorm window, I watched the other
kids and parents filing into the building, hauling couches and TV sets and desktop
computers. My room was adjacent to the stairwell, and through the wall I could hear
folks going down making way for folks coming up. It was too much activity, so I just sat
there observing. Peering outside, I spotted a couple guys I recognized from high school
coming up the sidewalk, and when one of them caught sight of me, pointed, and hollered
my last name—a weird convention in all-boys schools, as though we were all wearing
sports jerseys or military uniforms or something—I felt a surge of surprised excitement.
These were football players, not exactly guys I really knew, but we had something in
common already.
My lofty plans for making great use of my solitude vanished at that moment. I
read two books that semester—Cannery Row and One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest—
never went record shopping again, ventured off campus only for trips to Wal-Mart and
Taco Bell, and found myself enjoying the company of other humans far more than I ever
had before. My new friends and I threw ourselves into the American Film Institute’s justreleased list of the hundred best films, and spent too much time watching Comedy
Central and ESPN. While I was not yet ready to go so far as attending weekend parties, I
certainly wasn’t above hanging out in my friends’ room, watching their TV, using their
Internet, and waiting for them to return, usually drunk, around one a.m., at which point
we’d go out for food and watch more TV.
With this surge of activity and camaraderie, my interior life was virtually
dormant. I was spending so little time alone that I was hardly even listening to my own
music unless my roommate went home for the weekend. Instead, I was getting a crash
course in the music of my own generation. My friends played a lot of Metallica and Alice
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in Chains, and when I wasn’t hanging out in their room, I was usually with a couple girls
down the hall, making fun of their Celine Dion CDs but really loving the Dixie Chicks
and Shania Twain.
Seemingly overnight, my life was very different than it had been in St. Louis.
When I returned home for the holidays, I could tell that I was changing. Something about
the conflict between the isolation of Kirksville and the suddenly close-knit crowd with
whom I was running had jolted me out of myself. A month back in St. Louis was going to
be challenging.
***
Being in St. Louis always has a disruptive effect on my sense of self. I wonder if
there’s a correlation between believing every person has an unchanging essence and
living in the same place for one’s entire life. When I’m in St. Louis, and particularly
when I’m visiting with the many members of my extended family who will live there
forever, I feel like there’s some friction between us, and within myself: I feel like I can’t
be my honest self, and I assume my family thinks I’m entirely unchanged, that I’m the
same person I was when I was a child. But I generally don’t think many of them are all
that different, either—their lives seem constricted, and although they seem happy, it’s a
happiness that feels proscribed. In a way, what they idealize—all that American dream
stuff that too many people can’t achieve, and instead must approximate by way of
accumulating the trappings—is exactly what I can’t wrap my head around. They post
pictures on Facebook of their home improvement projects, and I cannot understand why
home ownership is such a source of pride. I can think of a thousand things I’d rather do
than paint a bedroom or remodel a kitchen.
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And yet I also worry that if I don’t feel like I’m being my honest self around
them, is my honest self the self I’m putting out there instead, and is the struggle actually
in allowing my honest self—the suppressed one—to burst forth? This may be why I don’t
go back very often, or for long stretches of time. It’s too unsettling.
It’s always a little disorienting, then, to remember the times in which I could
begin to feel myself breaking away from St. Louis, from my family, from what seemed
such an obvious and familiar sense of myself. But it’s reassuring, too. For if I can point to
those times—and they’re conjured up whenever I listen to the records that got me through
them—and recognize their transformative quality, there must be some truth to the feeling
that I’ve changed, grown up, gotten wiser. If I thought as a kid that being an adult meant
being who you were—that the person you became when your body was adult-sized was
the person you would be forever—then coming to understand, as all adults must, that we
never stop transforming was a revelation. Just as our bodies don’t stop changing, neither
do our selves. While many of us think of how much we’d like to change our
circumstances, we too often take for granted the unchanging nature of our souls, and find
ourselves blindsided when the person we thought we were comes face to face with the
person we’ve become.
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PART II: COME TO THE SUNSHINE

One day during the Tim era, when I was in sixth or seventh grade, I woke up
feeling a little less excited about school than usual. It was wintertime, and we’d seen
snow a couple days earlier. It wasn’t enough for school to be cancelled, but it stuck
around long enough for the world to get slushy and gray. If I’ve never really been the
type to get sick, I was absolutely the type to take advantage of my usually perfect
attendance record, particularly if the weather seemed to warrant it. So I spent the day
sitting in bed, sorting baseball cards and listening to music.
The tape I picked out was another one of my dad’s, with the Eagles’ Desperado
and Hotel California on either side. My dad used to play Hotel California a lot while I
was growing up, and it’s hard for me to hear “New Kid in Town” or “Life in the Fast
Lane” without feeling like I’m in the back seat of his old blue Chevette on the way to
Busch Stadium, anticipating the fireworks that accompanied a home run and getting
hungry at the thought of the fluorescent orange “cheese” on ballpark nachos.
Desperado didn’t have these associations, so that day, wrapped in my baggy,
salmon-colored sweatsuit pajamas and with the house to myself, I played that less
familiar side of the tape over and over, a prisoner to every syrupy harmony and
repurposed Western-movie cliche, and never unsurprised by the way the record seems to
circle back to its own beginning, the chant of “desperado” fading into the doomed silence
of unused tape. That closing number, which weds the opening “Doolin-Dalton” to the hit
title track in a grim and somewhat melodramatic reprise, carries the record to its logical
conclusion. In the wake of Don Henley’s answering the question “Is there gonna be
anything left?” with a dour “Only stardust / maybe tomorrow,” every indication is that
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the promise of tomorrow is practically nonexistent. The outlaws we’ve followed over the
course of the album are done for, and the slow fade of the song gives the lie to the
enduring image of the cowboy riding off into the sunset. All signs point to this being his
last one.
Desperado has always seemed to me something like a simulacrum of the Old
West, and may even have been the actual source point for my youthful infatuation with
Western iconography and landscape. Even if it seems a fundamentally ridiculous conceit
to compare the Eagles to actual outlaws, the album still manages to evoke the West more
successfully than any other rock record I can name. Never mind that those rattles on
“Bitter Creek” aren’t actual rattlesnakes or actual boot spurs, and never mind that the
strings and background vocals run counter to the lyrical isolation put forth in a song like
“Desperado.” Those sounds are there as triggers; they recall the soundtracks of any
number of Hollywood Westerns. That those sounds and images are among the most
recognizable American cultural exports hasn’t blunted their impact, at least not for me.
I was completely spellbound by the mythology in which Desperado traffics,
which may have made me a sucker, in which case I still am, because I still think it’s is a
fantastic record. But I was also a kid growing up in the Midwest and starting to wonder
about the world a little differently than I had even a couple years before.
***
The world in which I began to take shape as a teenager, in the late Nineties, was
one in which the Internet was practically a luxury, to be accessed only at school. I still
went to church every Sunday, and strummed guitar in the choir alongside a Baby
Boomer, a religion teacher at one of the local girls’ schools, who looked like Pete Seeger
and railed against St. Louis’ regressive archbishop every Wednesday night between run-
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throughs of hymns for the coming weekend. I’m not even sure I knew what he was
carrying on about, only that I felt I was on his side, or he was on mine. “My side,” like
any high-schooler’s, was a mishmash of influences, some of them cultural and others
artistic, and the connections are visible only with hindsight. If the George W. Bush
administration succeeded in poisoning me against the Republican Party, it was only
because I’d been primed by the impeachment proceedings against Bill Clinton and my
reading of The Grapes of Wrath just before my junior year of high school. But I also
grew up with Waco and Oklahoma City, commercials for commemorative plates marking
the meeting of Reagan and Gorbachev, and a steady diet of Bob Dylan. All of which led
to a feeling that the world was basically a disappointment, and that America, for all its
self-important blathering about history and roots and memory, was a lost cause. After all
this, my college experience was marked by a series of disasters: the contested 2000
election of another Bush, the September 11 terrorist attacks, the declaration of war in
Iraq, Bush’s re-election.
And yet there’s the side of me that responds, almost idiotically, to the possibility
and promise of this place. If I was struck by the injustice and struggle on every page of
The Grapes of Wrath, I was equally affected by the tidy, revisionist ending of John
Ford’s film, when Northeast Missouri native Jane Darwell offers up this bit of pablum:
Rich fellas come up and they die, and their kids ain’t no good and they die
out, but we keep on coming. We’re the people that live. They can’t wipe
us out, they can’t lick us. We’ll go on forever, Pa, cause we’re the people.
There’s something about this that rings true, if you allow yourself to be susceptible to the
myths that permeate this country. If you question those myths, Ma Joad’s little homily
falls apart, or at least loses its appeal. After all, no, poor people won’t just go away, but
the point isn’t that rich folks want to do away with poor people. It’s that they don’t want
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to eradicate the condition of being poor. If the Republican candidate for president can
wash his hands of poor people, his party shouldn’t feign shock—or worse, actually
experience it—when they lose. It’s not somehow about the resiliency of poor people. It’s
about dreams, and about a search for a life that many of us still believe in thanks to
having certain myths drilled into our heads from the time we were children, and in spite
of the distance between that vision and anything we’ve ever actually experienced.
One of the best Christmas gifts I ever received was a trio of pocket-sized
Illustrated Classics: The Last of the Mohicans, Robinson Crusoe, and Treasure Island. I
couldn’t have been but five or six, and the total foreignness of those stories grabbed my
imagination and turned every walk in the woods into a search for Indians, and the
towering pile of dirt in our backyard into a chest of gold waiting to be unearthed. Of
course, this might mean little more than that I was a five- or six-year-old Midwestern boy
in the Eighties who liked making believe and fantasizing about the ways in which my life
might yet turn out to be a thing of magic and wonder.
Unfortunately, as I grew a little older, the likelihood of being plucked from
comfort and boredom and taken under the wing of a psychotic ship captain seemed to
lessen, and come to think of it I’ve never gone back and re-read those Illustrated Classics
(and certainly not the unabridged adult versions). But isn’t that the way, not just with
kids, but adults, too? Some grass somewhere must be greener and not need mowing every
weekend per the terms of receiving your weekly five-dollar allowance. In a sense it’s one
take on the American dream, a vision of a paradise with freedom, leisure, natural beauty,
and the chance to strip yourself of an old identity. In America, if such a place exists, it’s
Southern California.

!

44

When I was a teenager and hungering for California in the form of San
Francisco’s untethered hedonism, I didn’t realize the extent to which those feelings were
rooted in a kind of ongoing national aftershock. If the desire for money, land, family,
personal freedom, and the ability to own a house, car, and multitude of consumer
goods—with all the accumulated power increasing with every generation—is a shorthand
representation of the American dream, it’s a summing-up that resonates, even if no one
can articulate just what balance of all those factors is ideal, or just how much of any is
enough.
Part of the strength of this idealization surely derives from this dream’s having
been reshaped and re-contextualized over time. We can see how it connects Christopher
Columbus to Ellis Island, Walter Raleigh to Thomas Jefferson, and the Donner party to
the Vietnamese boat people, how different strands of the dream appear, disappear,
strengthen, and weaken as connections are made and broken. While I certainly learned
about manifest destiny in school, and about explorers and everyday citizens whose
searching led them to attempt and achieve uncommon goals, I wasn’t equipped to
recognize my own feelings as having any relationship to the past. It would be years
before I made the connection, and by that time my personal promised land had moved
from San Francisco down south to Los Angeles.
There’s the notion that in America, anyone can make it. I know, I know, tell that
to Geronimo, or Dred Scott, or anyone destroyed by economic collapse, or by the erosion
of the social contract. And yet people still believe it, because to let the dream go is to
puncture a great myth, and a myth’s value exists only as long, and only as strongly, as the
myth is believed.
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For all the lip service paid to America’s founders, Americans seem so rarely
compelled to understand our own past, to confront our history and our myths rather than
genuflect before them or whitewash them. If one of our most enduring myths compresses
nicely into Randy Newman’s line in “Sail Away” that “every man is free / to take care of
his home and his family,” it must endure precisely because the depiction it offers has
become so elusive to so many. Without something to strive for, there is no dream, but
even a dream that is hollow still has whatever value the dreamer might invest in it. If
Newman’s line rings true at all, it’s because people will accept even a lie as long as they
can convince themselves they’re getting a good deal. It’s tempting to ignore as long as
you can that, beneath such a seductive melody, Newman is singing as a slave trader. It’s
impossible to brush under the rug, once you’ve stopped ignoring it, the horror that the
version of the dream Newman’s character is selling is unavailable to his audience.
The California dream isn’t substantially different from the general American
variety—prosperity, security, freedom—but there’s a reason you never hear about a
Missouri dream, or a North Dakota dream. In the case of Southern California, the dream
is intimately tied to geography and culture. In the popular imagination, it takes the form
of leisure, beauty, and status symbols. To its advantage, the dream has Hollywood,
tabloids, and the Internet to chronicle it, to chart its ups and downs, to promote it and
mythologize it.
By the mid-Sixties, Los Angeles was home to the bands and studios on the cutting
edge of American pop music. The Norfolk, Virginia, poor boy of Chuck Berry’s
“Promised Land” amounts to a stand-in for the great influx of talent that drifted to Los
Angeles from all over the United States and Canada. Writing his comeback hit from
prison, Berry must have felt acutely the weight of betrayal—Randy Newman hadn’t
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written “Sail Away” yet, but the stories within the song had already happened—yet
simple freedom wasn’t enough. Only the special freedom of California would do. But in a
sense, Berry had already made it to Los Angeles. His guitar figures were all over the hits
of the biggest band in the country, a band from right there in Southern California.
***
The Beach Boys were the first great American rock-and-roll band and the
wellspring of California pop. Along with the bevy of beach movies being reeled out at the
time, the group was largely responsible for popularizing Southern California youth
culture: sand, surf, a two-girls-for-every-boy paradise of bikini-clad blondes in
convertibles. Their music and image so epitomized the culture that the title bestowed
upon the first historical retrospective of their work, Endless Summer, is capable of
expressing both a wish and its fulfillment. The environment that produced them is
essential to the Beach Boys’ music. Their songs wouldn’t exist without the place, and the
popular perception of the place has been forever stamped by their sound.
When Endless Summer was issued in 1974, the Beach Boys were at a low
commercial and creative ebb. Having released upwards of twenty studio albums in just
over a decade, they had seemingly exhausted their talents. Perhaps more critically, their
early image and themes had been rendered obsolete by national developments and the
emergence of a generation of performers, many in their own backyard, who were
prepared to address listeners in Richard Nixon’s America with the seriousness the age
seemed to demand. Amid the societal rubble resulting from the bungled war in Vietnam,
the civil rights movement, student uprisings, the sexual revolution, and all manner of
countercultural behaviors that had been simmering underground when the Beach Boys
first arrived on the scene—all of it happening on the watch of an increasingly secretive
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and anti-democratic government—appeared a brightly-colored double album of hits from
the first half of the Sixties. The songs were about teenagers, surfing, cars, and the
easiness of life in a city where the sun was always out and obstacles never stood for too
long in the way of good times. As much as any Frankie-and-Annette showcase, the Beach
Boys represented a continuation of the age-old myths about Southern California that
blossomed in the era of manifest destiny and the gold rushes, and which had been
projected back to the nation during Hollywood’s golden age, in no small way perpetuated
by that industry itself.
In the aftermath of the Second World War, the country was prosperous, California
particularly so, and the growing relationship between the film and record businesses
allowed increasing opportunities for performers to earn their keep in more ways than one.
The advent of television and the meteoric rise of rock and roll furthered the local stake in
entertainment, and by the late Fifties, when the first teenagers of the Baby Boom could
use their disposable income to experience Elvis Presley on record and on the big screen,
in their cars and in their bedrooms, the field was wide open. The culture was young and
full of possibility. Anything could happen, and everything did.
By the time the Beach Boys emerged, rock and roll had lost most of its initial
wildness, and no small number of its principle players. But concurrent to the
disappearance of so many early greats was the triumph of vocal groups like the Shirelles
and the Drifters. Tidier and more superficially wholesome than “Tutti Frutti” or “Great
Balls of Fire,” the songs that issued forth from the pens of a legion of Jewish kids in New
York—among them Randy Newman and Carole King, both of whom eventually migrated
westward—fared no worse commercially or in the hearts of their audience. Nor was it
any less an achievement as rock and roll than what had come before.
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It was into this changing culture that the Beach Boys appeared in 1962. The
Hawthorne teenagers—brothers, Brian, Carl, and Dennis Wilson, their cousin Mike Love,
and friend Al Jardine—were the very image of all-American innocence, perfect for the
Kennedy years. Conceived as a union of local surf sounds and white-bread vocal groups
like the Four Freshmen, with a Berry-esque flair for Americana, the Beach Boys’ first
records were as spirited as they were formulaic. Their albums, twenty-five minute affairs
padded to even that spartan length with pointless instrumentals, studio goofs, and
dialogue, took time to develop into cohesive efforts. But their improvement was
noticeable as early as their second album, Surfin’ USA, with its Berry-derived title song.
By 1965, with half a dozen albums behind them and twice that many hit singles,
they were capable of making nearly-great records. If Today! and Summer Days (and
Summer Nights!!) wore their increasing excitement right there in their titles, it wasn’t
without reason. Under the spell of Phil Spector’s earth-shattering records with the
Ronettes and the Crystals, and mining a strain of teen existential drama that had started
appearing in earlier wonders like “In My Room” and “Don’t Worry Baby,” Brian Wilson
came up with his finest songs to date, all of them classics: “When I Grow Up (to Be a
Man),” “Girl Don’t Tell Me,” “Help Me Rhonda,” “You’re So Good to Me,” “Kiss Me
Baby,” the single “The Little Girl I Once Knew.” At the top of the pile was “California
Girls,” a statement of civic pride that asserts a reality that lives up to the myth, and as a
result eclipses it.
What the Beach Boys accomplished during the first half of the Sixties amounted
to a full-scale rendering of the Southern California youth experience. It was a project that
became increasingly sophisticated as its focus shifted from depicting the external
manifestations of the dream to communicating the inner lives of the dreamers. It was a
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pace of production, and a rate of progression, unthinkable by decade’s end, indeed
unsustainable past Pet Sounds.
***
In Missouri, we didn’t have beaches, much as my family used the Lake of the
Ozarks as a proxy, and much as the Lake did its damnedest to mimic the tourist trashiness
of actual beach culture. Aside from a few excursions to the Atlantic coast, my experience
of the ocean was limited to movies and the regular appearance of the Beach Boys on St.
Louis’ oldies station. In the early Nineties, KLOU used to advertise on local TV during
mid-afternoon airings of Saved By the Bell and Full House, and the image of the Beach
Boys that lingers is a short clip of them in their matching outfits, singing the chorus line
of “Fun Fun Fun” for a few seconds between similarly brief snatches of the Supremes
and Gerry and the Pacemakers. Even in black and white, what came across was less their
wholesome whiteness than the sincerity of their joy. If the sincerity of later Californians
came out shrouded in pessimism and melancholy, it’s worth remembering that the myth
is rooted in pleasure and good times. If the loss of innocence is hinted at in “Fun Fun
Fun,” daddy relinquishing the keys isn’t communicated as a real threat, or as a barrier.
The kids will take their joy where they can get it, and there’s as much to be had in the
guitar lick cribbed straight from “Johnny B. Goode” bursting from the car radio as there
is in cheeseburgers and speed. The exhortation to “come along with me” is a reminder
that the dream is advertised as being for one and all. It remains one of my favorites of
their early songs.
At some point, what the Beach Boys promised in their first records turned serious
to me. Maybe it was when I started to hear the fear bubbling underneath the songs that
didn’t announce their own fun-ness; in “When I Grow Up (to Be a Man),” it was fear of
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aging, of the actual responsibility adults are expected to feel to and for one another, and
of the inability to live up to those expectations. It’s all over Pet Sounds, and it’s there as
early as “In My Room,” which sounds less like an ode to teenage refuge than an
unanswerable plea for freedom from responsibility.
But the Beach Boys so perfectly projected the idealized myth of the Californian
teenager that they created a myth of their own. It was one they would find increasingly
impossible to live up to, or to live down. In their early years, their music was defined by
its optimism and its joy in frivolity. But to a teenager, or to one who can still touch that
part of their past, there is very little in that experience that doesn’t matter a great deal: a
dance, a kiss, a hand on the dial or the gear shift, a seat at the big game—all of these
carry weight. In the first days of a youth culture, a spokesperson, or five of them in
identical shirts, could engender trust and inspire loyalty by speaking to the significance of
those actions and experiences. They could declare their own independence each Friday
night, and offer a version of life that wasn’t controlled by adults, that denied the slow
creep of adulthood into their own selves. What matters in “Little Deuce Coupe” has
nothing to do with the auto parts commercial that makes up the bulk of the song—when
they boast, “I got the pink slip, daddy!” it’s the promise of freedom packed into it that
rings truer than anything mechanical.
As teenagers themselves, the truth the Beach Boys brought to their best material
cut through the artifice and cynicism of packaging. It didn’t matter that Dennis Wilson
was the only surfer in the group when what was being packaged was an image. But what
made the Beach Boys the most successful and enduring surf band—and what allowed
them to transcend that minor subgenre—was the sincerity with which they sold that
image, and the ferocity with which they believed in the myth.
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However, when allowed to ossify, a myth loses its power to be not just a myth but
a promise, and a myth without promise stands the risk of relinquishing its hold. In
abandoning their early themes and giving up their status symbols for the introspection of
Pet Sounds, the Beach Boys were taking a chance on the durability of their own myth,
and risking its survival. The myth turned out to be strong enough—fifty years after their
inception, the enduring image of the Beach Boys is of them as young men, practically
children, and the image plays to a soundtrack of surf hits—but in the short term, their
refusal to be encased in it came with a cost: Capitol Records, venturing that the record
wouldn’t connect with its audience because they weren’t prepared to hear it, barely
promoted it. Their prophecy was self-fulfilling. (In the short term, at least. History hasn’t
been unkind to Pet Sounds.)
When Pet Sounds was released, Brian Wilson was a month shy of his twentyfourth birthday. With that album behind him, Wilson set to work on the project that
embodied the freedom promised by the California dream. If anything truly was possible,
as the dream had it, then that meant everything was worth an attempt. For Brian, that
attempt was SMiLE, and the sixteen-month gap that followed Pet Sounds, during which
time the Beach Boys tried to assemble and ultimately abandoned SMiLE, today seems,
for all its myth and legend, laughably short. And yet it would cost Wilson his band, his
health, and, for a time, his career.
Having already abandoned the part of his job description that included touring as
a member of the Beach Boys, Brian had retreated into the studio to indulge the side of his
personality that wanted to be some combination of George Martin and Phil Spector. That
the initial results of this shift in focus produced the Beach Boys’ finest work to date
seemed to be all the evidence anyone needed. At this point, Brian was in a running
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competition with the Beatles: Rubber Soul begat Pet Sounds which begat Revolver which
begat the colossal failure of SMiLE. When the Beatles released Sgt. Pepper and it was
greeted as the crowning achievement of Western art, they won.
That oft-told story seems to make neat sense of Brian’s nervous breakdowns, as
well as his subsequent drop-off in productivity, which in turn might account for the
fragmented drifting of the Beach Boys’ albums after the SMiLE debacle. It has certainly
added to that album’s mystique, perhaps even sustained its reputation as a lost
masterpiece in a culture that pushes the notion that the tortured artist produces the finest
art. Over time, with the gradual release of fragments of the sessions, culminating in a
deluxe box set in 2011, we’ve come closer to the core of what Brian was looking for, and
this turns out to have been an album unlike any in the Beach Boys’ career. Indeed it
seems to have few parallels in rock and roll.
What Brian was after was “a teenage symphony to God.” Whether he achieved it
is open to debate, and it’s anyone’s guess what such an ambition actually means, or how
it would sound. But the resulting album—and here and forever I’ll be referring to the
2011 edition—amounts to something plenty impressive in its own right: a shadow history
of the myths from which the Beach Boys sprang, and to which their earlier career paid
tribute and reinforced.
Here, on SMiLE, we find the Beach Boys’ roots, and California’s. Further back,
then, because California is a metaphor for the country, we find where the country came
from as well, and get some inkling of what it might turn out to be. The world of SMiLE,
drawn from the native populations, Mexicans, Hawaiians, Plymouth Rock pilgrims, the
Chinese, men, women, children, the elements, is a regular e pluribus unum. Come one,
come all, SMiLE seems to say, but the freedom of entry does not yield automatic benefits;
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the work of belonging is never finished. Don’t be fooled by the promise of “Good
Vibrations,” for that is not the reward, but the end. The journey itself is the reward, and if
there are signposts along the route, some may bring you to a fork where the road will
choose for you, and will jolt you unexpectedly. Sometimes the road will disappear
altogether, leaving you to carve out your own path. Others will lead to dead ends. The
world of SMiLE is a world of blind alleys. There is no guide, and it’s absolutely
exhilarating.
For all the esteem in which it’s held by the rock-as-art contingent, SMiLE is far
less intimidating or off-putting than its reputation might suggest. In much the way the
Beatles’ mid-Sixties psychedelic pop confections can be appreciated by children, Brian
Wilson’s great studio masterpiece, the one that he never finished because it was too
difficult and drove him insane, is a vibrant, dynamic, melodically rich, occasionally silly,
often moving, remarkable achievement in record-making. It invites, but it also demands.
For all of Capitol’s concerns about Pet Sounds being too far ahead of the audience, at
least that was a sequence of three-minute mainstream pop songs, albeit more finely
crafted and sophisticated than much of what was on the radio. The world that embraced
Sgt. Pepper might have responded to SMiLE, but Capitol—funny enough, the Beatles’
record company as well—probably would have thrown their corporate arms up in defeat.
And yet SMiLE isn’t short on pop: “Good Vibrations” was the biggest hit of the
Beach Boys’ career and one of the singular achievements of the rock-and-roll era, and
“Heroes and Villains” didn’t fare too poorly either. But what makes these the crucial
tracks on SMiLE isn’t their commercial potential; it’s the way Wilson employs elements
of these songs throughout the album: these lyrics, bits of melody, and duplicated rhythms
are motifs that tie the record together in a manner quite unlike the standard pop album.
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If we regard California as an ongoing series of fragments and echoes, we can
begin to make sense of SMiLE as an extension of the myths and dreams that drove the
early hits of the Beach Boys, translated from the two-minute single to the forty-fiveminute conceptual suite. Brian Wilson, knowing that one way to create something new
was by looking to history, reached back to such disparate sources as the Crows’ 1953 hit
“Gee” and Louisiana governor Jimmie Davis’ “You Are My Sunshine,” grabbing them
long enough to let some of their dust drift into the music before releasing them back into
the world. This collage technique is all over the album, and a huge part of its appeal. The
difficulty of translating the parts as they sounded in his head was apparently a key factor
in Brian’s failure to complete the project, and yet it’s hard to listen to SMiLE and imagine
anything missing. The record seems to cover everything, the entire scope of American
popular music, history, and community.
***
Partnering with Brian Wilson on much of SMiLE was the lyricist Van Dyke Parks,
a gifted arranger who had made records with Harper’s Bizarre, the Mojo Men, and other
Los Angeles studio groups, as well as on his own. Parks was the aesthetic of SMiLE made
human, his work the regurgitation of a sensibility that digested Americana, MGM
musicals, Caribbean music, and the Baroque era in equal portions.
The results were unfashionably fey, and on his early singles not entirely
successful, with Parks’ campy vocals and parlor piano skipping over ornate arrangements
in irregular and ever-shifting time signatures. Needless to say, Van Dyke Parks’ music is
not for everyone. But if the SMiLE lyrics supply not a small amount of that record’s
charm, there’s more where that came from.
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The most fully realized of Parks’ early records encapsulates nearly everything
wonderful about his sensibility: the wit of his lyrics, the swish of his voice, the intricacy
of his arranging, all in the context of a three-minute pop song with a title that
communicates the essence of its sound. “Come to the Sunshine” didn’t threaten the
charts, but in an alternate universe might have served as a calling card for the Southern
California ethos. A postcard from the singer to the reluctant target of his affections, or his
side of a telephone conversation between them, it starts with a weather report before
drifting away from the mundane and toward the surreal. Parks’ lyrics are often freeassociative, chosen at least as much for their sound as for any literal meaning. If in the
end it’s just a song about a guy trying to win the favor of his crush, its methods are never
that simple. Even the chorus refuses to make grammatical sense.
Parks’ debut album, released after the collapse of SMiLE, takes some of that
project’s aesthetic and finely tunes it to his own sensibility. Song Cycle wears its
intentions in its title, and although it may be slightly less accessible than SMiLE, it is
also, in its way, more delicately crafted, less haphazard and fragmented. Which is not to
say it’s always easy to tell where one song ends and another begins. Parks, like Wilson,
enjoys playing with older songs, recognizing the continuity of American music and
history.
But Parks takes it further. The album fades in with the future cult songwriter
Steve Young (credited with “folk”) singing an unlisted “Black Jack Davy,” which then
fades out prior to the proper opener, Parks singing Randy Newman’s “Vine Street.” (A
couple years later, on Nilsson Sings Newman, Harry Nilsson, in a nod to Parks, opened
with a snippet of the otherwise unrecorded “Anita” before launching into his own “Vine
Street.”) A short track entitled “Van Dyke Parks” (credited to “Public Domain”) is
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actually Young singing “Nearer My God to Thee” before Parks returns with an original
number, itself called “Public Domain.” An instrumental cover of Donovan’s early folkpop hit “Colours” is listed as “Donovan’s Colours,” and was released as a single under
the name of the featured pianist, the evocatively named George Washington Brown.
All of this might have come across as cutesy if Parks’ intentions weren’t so
evident. If Brian Wilson was out to craft a teenage symphony to God, Parks seemed to
have in mind an outsider’s symphony to California, or at least a short musical. Unlike the
Beach Boys, Parks was a native Mississippian, so his view of the myth is that of the man
who has come from somewhere else, having heard all about California and needing to see
for himself whether it’s what it was cracked up to be. Messiness and the missteps of the
greenhorn are among its defining characteristics. “Dreams are still born in Hollywood,”
he sings, and the music sounds like he means it, although much depends on whether you
hear “still born” as two words or one; “Vine Street,” after all, is sung from the
perspective of someone who used to live there, looking back, wondering what might have
been. So much of listening to Parks is guessing which words go together; the man is a
master of the portmanteau. But it makes sense for words and phrases to blend and
overlap. This lack of linguistic clarity is fitting, for Song Cycle is all about hybridity,
transformation, and the ways in which myths and dreams merge with reality to create
something uncertain and hard to name.
This is the approach that Van Dyke Parks brought to SMiLE. His lyrics make very
little surface sense, but are perfect for the music they’re meant to accompany. If “Heroes
and Villains” has a sort of implied narrative, “Surf’s Up” has nothing of the kind.
References to Poe, “Auld Lang Syne,” and “Frere Jacques” bump up against delicious,
evocative, bottomless phrases: “Canvas the town and brush the back-drop.” “A muted
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trumpeter swan.” “While at Port, adieu or die.” A line like “Columnated ruins domino!”
does not “mean” anything, but is a great vehicle for the melody, sung by Brian in a
soaring falsetto. All of this would have been for nothing had Brian not been writing such
supple melodies, but landing Parks as a collaborator added a touch of whimsy and
quirkiness that SMiLE desperately needed, and which fit with Brian’s stated message of
crafting an album that deserved the title he’d given it. (Parks also knew when to let things
be. When asked to tinker with Mike Love’s lyrics for “Good Vibrations,” he demurred.)
Hearing SMiLE and Song Cycle as an extension of the folk process, as an attempt
to create a mosaic out of the scattered reaches of the culture, the albums open up. If they
are little worlds, they touch other, larger ones. Even within themselves, one corner will
touch another. One of the strange aspects of listening to SMiLE, after years of absorbing
“Good Vibrations,” is being confronted with pieces of its melody early on, echoes of a
song we’ll hear later in the album. In other words, echoes of echoes.
In their reshaping and re-imagining of old themes, Wilson and Parks achieved
some of the liveliest, most open and engaging music of the Sixties, and some of the only
music that brought the cinematic sweep of the California myth to rock and roll. SMiLE
and Song Cycle are also among the most ambitious and uncompromising records of their
era, unmatched by anyone else working within the Los Angeles system.
It must not have appeared that way at the time, though, since Song Cycle bombed
in a big way and SMiLE spent forty years shrouded in mystery and false starts. Making
matters worse for the Beach Boys was the eventual release of Smiley Smile, a
hodgepodge that featured five reworked SMiLE songs (including “Good Vibrations” and
“Heroes and Villains”) and an assortment of other tracks, with little regard for continuity
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or sequencing. After a series of good-to-great records, it seemed they were back in the
territory of their very first albums. It was a pattern that would hold for several years.
And yet the music the Beach Boys recorded in the aftermath of SMiLE is not
without its charms. They wouldn’t totally abandon the more experimental side of their
work—SMiLE-era material trickled out throughout the late Sixties—but overall they
reverted to more straightforward styles and themes. There was no going back to hot rods
and surfboards; they and their audience were growing up. Having been passed up by their
contemporaries and upstaged by a younger, more immediately ambitious generation, it
was no longer clear where the Beach Boys fit in. They were struggling with their own
myth.
Whereas their earlier records presented a band in the process of myth creation and
myth fulfillment—and doing so with commercial success on their side—their post-SMiLE
albums show them grappling with that myth, occasionally connecting with it, sometimes
missing. But the ease with which they turn it over, toss it about, and casually set it aside
sounds liberating.
The mature Beach Boys reached a high point in 1971, with the release of Surf’s
Up. Taking its title from the SMiLE-era song with which it concludes, it would be the last
great album of the group’s long career. After years of hinting at restlessness with their
myth without tackling it head-on, this was as close to a break as they were likely to
muster. But what a break it was, with a warning shot for an opener: “Don’t Go Near the
Water.” It was a phrase no one ever expected to hear from the Beach Boys, whose earliest
records beckoned everyone to the Pacific for surfing, swimming, skin, and sun. An
ecological message wrapped in a bubbly, almost jokey arrangement, it barely hinted at
the depths that would follow.
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If “Don’t Go Near the Water” acknowledged a downside to the California
experience and presaged some of the subject matter later Los Angeles artists would
address, “’Til I Die” dug below the surface and aimed for the emotional core of life in the
Golden State. Written by Brian Wilson alone, no clearer expression of fatalism appears
on a Beach Boys album: Brian compares himself to a cork on the ocean, a rock in a
landslide, and a leaf on a windy day, lost, his soul dead. Brian’s lyrics could occasionally
be simplistic, and these metaphors verge on the predictable, but the emotion drawn out of
this naked lyric is undeniable. “How long will the wind blow?” he asks. “Until I die,” and
it’s hard not to wonder whether it’s only his soul that’s already dead. At the same time,
the music, although it’s mostly a slightly pulsing drone, very organ-driven, is not as stark
as the words, and the complex vocal arrangement belies the solitude of the lyric. But the
message, communicated for nearly half the song, is clear: “These things I’ll be until I
die.”
***
After Surf’s Up, the Beach Boys went back to their old ways. Transcendence was
brief, and rejection of their own myth, even for a moment, must have seemed dangerous.
They continued to make records, but it was apparent that they were consciously searching
for a way to reconnect with their earlier image. They needed the myth, and on some level
the myth needed them to shine it, wax it, and drive it around like the evangelists they
once were. What put them back in the spotlight and at the top of the charts was Endless
Summer, which was precisely the sort of missionary work the audience seemed to want.
Never mind the disillusionment that was so evident, and so effective, on Surf’s Up; they
had to get back in the water.
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From a distance of forty years, and during a time in which we have nearly
immediate access to most of the popular art of the rock-and-roll era, it’s hard to imagine
so much excitement over a collection of decade-old hits. Endless Summer wasn’t meant
to be much more than product, which Capitol clearly needed since the Beach Boys had
bailed to form their own label, the optimistically named Brother Records. But in the
cynical mid-Seventies, when much of the rock landscape was cluttered with selfabsorption and melancholia, there was an opening for a more outward-looking sincerity, a
reminder of what felt like a more innocent and simple time. Endless Summer was
apparently just what the public wanted, and who could really blame them?
Listening to that disc in my first year of college, I was drawn somewhat
unexpectedly to the car songs, and the songs about the ocean. Maybe it’s because I
bought it in January, and my dorm room window looked out over a parking lot, and the
horizon met up with the gray expanse of Northeast Missouri. But I felt the transformative
power of those songs: “Fun Fun Fun,” certainly, “Catch a Wave,” even the campy “Be
True to Your School.” What they promised seemed real enough, and even if I soon
gravitated to the moodier, more introspective songs—“finding myself” at college and
whatnot—the fun ones didn’t lose their power. A few years later, just weeks before I
graduated, Capitol put out Sounds of Summer, and like the earlier compilation, its title
delivered on its promise—it was one of only a handful of records I really listened to over
the next few months. Sounds of Summer skimped on the second-tier classics from Today!
and Summer Days (and Summer Nights!!) but filled the rest of the disc with other early
hits, songs from Pet Sounds, some of the best post-SMiLE material, and some garbage
from the late Seventies and Eighties. (I couldn’t get enough of “Kokomo” when it first
came out, but I was also seven years old at the time.)
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All of this nostalgia speaks to an unfortunate truth, which is that the Beach Boys,
although they’ve kept trying, in their way, haven’t produced much worthwhile music in
the past four decades. After Endless Summer, Brian returned to the fold full-time, and the
largely-oldies 15 Big Ones was treated like a big deal, which probably spoke to some
desperate desire for the Beach Boys to regain their relevance. If this drove people to
cheer their blanched cover of “Rock and Roll Music” all the way to number five, the
power of the myth, and the audience’s eagerness to believe, is seemingly unquenchable.
Most of the album sounds like a parody of classic Beach Boys, strangled and tired. It’s
depressing.
What followed was just as lifeless, and just as cynical. By the mid-Eighties, they
were putting out albums like Keepin’ the Summer Alive, the cover of which was the band
in a sort of reverse snow globe: the group encased in its summery shell, plopped down
amidst an exterior winter-scape. They were no longer trying, but they didn’t have to.
Their image had survived as a facsimile, and they could still cash in on the myth without
having to live up to it.
One other pressing question was asked in “’Til I Die,” a question that seems to
proceed from the Beach Boys’ origins, but infused with a sadder sort of wonder: “How
deep is the ocean?” Closing out their first decade of recording, with a couple dozen hit
singles, some fine albums, and a bunch of duds to their name, it seemed to be a question
worth asking. It was a question Dennis Wilson, the lone and lonely surfer in this
quintessential Californian band, might well have asked before going for his final swim.
When Dennis drowned, he left behind one beautiful album, Pacific Ocean Blue, a better
conclusion to the story than the band ever managed.
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Milking their legacy for a fiftieth anniversary album, various compilations, and a
tour—and following that with the same old acrimony and bad blood that fractured their
relationships over the years—the Beach Boys aren’t really a band anymore, but a
museum piece. That their best music lasts, that it still gives off the air of youth, and of
crazy, impossible dreams, points to the Beach Boys’ permanence, and to the endurance of
what they represent.
The Beach Boys’ work is where the Los Angeles of pop music begins. If the myth
is much older, its embodiment in a group of seemingly all-American boys, and its
enactment in tales of surfing and cruising, is peerless. I also find it, in spite of the difficult
realities of American history and culture it whitewashes, an almost irresistible
proposition. There is so much life in the Beach Boys’ records that it shuts out the fantasy;
there is no question that these dreams are real. That they were a homegrown band blinded
them to the outer edges of the myth, the places where the dream turned rotten. It took
crackups, commercial decline, and a close call with the dark underbelly of the dream
before they even started to question the received wisdom on record. By that time, plenty
of others had stepped in to pick up their slack.
***
It would be dishonest of me to claim that I don’t sometimes find the dark side of
the California dream even more compelling than its promise. I suspect this feeling has its
roots in places I’m not all that eager to own up to, particularly the moral code ingrained
by years of Catholic schooling and worship and parents who take their faith very
seriously. I haven’t been a churchgoer for years, and no longer even consider myself a
believer, but it’s safe to say the residue of Catholicism is all over my conscience, and my
sense of how human beings should behave.
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If the bright, sunny music of the early Beach Boys delivers its own kind of
pleasure, there’s plenty of darkness to be found elsewhere, and there’s a perverse kind of
comfort in tales of excess and apocalypse. Perhaps this is one of the reasons why so much
of what’s written about the Los Angeles scene has zeroed in on the ways in which people
have betrayed themselves and others. The American public enjoys a good scandal and
relishes any opportunity to express outrage, and it’s gotten to the point where it’s no
longer necessary to go out looking for things to get up in arms about. Our cable news
media, supermarket tabloids, and seemingly bottomless pit of websites scream about
individual personalities in lieu of covering actual issues, because the vast majority of
their audience couldn’t care less about context, or depth, or having to think. Much better
to be shocked at what a Kardashian did yesterday than contemplate what it might mean to
expend even a tiny bit of energy caring about it. Instead of thinking about what the past
might mean for today, we treat today as the only day that matters. The future is only
worth considering through a prism of fear and apocalypse.
It might be easy to just blame this kind of vapid celebrity culture, this lack of
engagement with history and myth, on Hollywood; not for nothing do right-wingers
excoriate “Hollywood liberals” for any perceived fissure in the country’s moral code. But
the mere obsession with famous, beautiful people has so totally permeated all strata of
American life, from politics and sports to religion and criminal justice, that we seem to
have arrived at the point where the notion of being famous for no reason other than being
famous has lost any power it may have once had to shock. Many of us claim not to hold
these manufactured celebrities in any kind of esteem, and often take great delight in
putting them down or watching them get destroyed, but the culture seems to be addicted
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to these people, to the fabricated, surface-only existence they represent, to the extent that
we’ve lost any sense of perspective.
I think all of this focus on the artificial and ephemeral has done tremendous
damage to America as a national community. Politically, economically, culturally, there’s
terrible polarization, and while plenty of us know this, few of us seem willing to step up
and do the work of rebuilding the community. Events and occasions rarely serve to bring
us together; even tragedies are viewed as opportunities to score political points or wallow
in the dregs of conspiracy theories and standard-issue paranoia.
Part of the disconnect seems to stem from the contradictory ways in which
Americans hold up individual risk and achievement as a core national value, all the while
paying lip service to the efforts of the group but, out of the other side of the collective
mouth, refusing to countenance that the group might benefit the individual. When Barack
Obama uttered the phrase “You didn’t build that” in the context of a discussion about
public works, the media stripped it of that context to pillory the president for denigrating
the importance of the self-made man, the only kind of man certain Americans are capable
of envisioning because that’s the kind of man they want to believe they are. In much the
way our perceptions of wealth and class are terribly skewed, we want to believe in the
value of the individual, not just to the community but to himself. We want the individual
to be independent, hence the stock we place in personal freedom, to which politicians and
activists refer with such frequency that it’s lost meaning, particularly when a man’s view
of personal freedom doesn’t extend beyond himself to take in the freedom of others.
So while we take great pride in being part of the group known as Americans, the
value of that group doesn’t bleed out of myth into reality, and so lacks any sort of real
power. If a community is to exist, it must be real. It must be rooted in flesh-and-blood
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individuals who have come together, bringing their respective individualities to the group
in order to make the group stronger and better. It need not be entirely selfless; we should
want to get something out of being part of the group, but for that to happen we must be
invested in the idea of the community as a functioning unit. If e pluribus unum is to mean
anything at all, we must recognize that we depend on the community, and we must allow
that the community depends on us.
But in some ways, American culture has become more self-aware. If the
explosion of first-person writing in recent years has more than a little to do with selfabsorption—as cause and as effect—it can’t exactly be said that Americans aren’t
beginning to look at ourselves a little more closely, or trying to understand ourselves
more deeply. A decade of aimless and costly war, a financial meltdown, crushing debt,
growing crises of faith, deepening distance between the haves and the have-nots, and
widening cultural differences have all simmered long enough to cause some kind of
reaction, the precise nature of which will probably not be known for some time. It seems
safe to say at this juncture that many of us are having to recalibrate our lives, and to
adjust our expectations for the future. Perhaps an opportunity to reconsider ourselves as
individuals, and to think about the American community in the abstract, may yet lead to a
full-scale re-envisioning of the community in concrete terms.
In times like these, I think art that might remind us of what it means to be a
community, and of the possibilities a community might hold, is vital. But a side effect of
America’s plurality is that our popular art doesn’t seem to strive for anything like
national resonance, or national relevance. Although it seems anathema in this throwaway
culture, and because it is, this may be a good time to consider our past.
***
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The story of Los Angeles pop is, in some ways, a story of both the search for and
the eventual breakdown of community. Two key bands of the Sixties, the Byrds and
Buffalo Springfield, are at least as well known for their individual members as for their
work as groups. Their most notable offspring, via the Byrds’ David Crosby and the
Springfield’s Stephen Stills and, later, Neil Young, was the eponymous group they
formed with Graham Nash from the Hollies. The very naming of Crosby, Stills, Nash,
and Young highlights the conflict between the individual and the community.
The other members of both groups were just as susceptible to the search for a
community that was better, or at least different. Chris Hillman and Gram Parsons split
from the Byrds to form the Flying Burrito Brothers; Richie Furay and latecomer Jim
Messina started Poco when Buffalo Springfield disbanded; Poco’s first and second
bassists, Randy Meisner and his replacement Timothy B. Schmit, would eventually play
with the Eagles, who had themselves spent some time backing Linda Ronstadt. A key
aspect of the Los Angeles scene, and part of the reason there’s such a unity of sound
amongst the country-rockers and the singer-songwriters, was that everyone played on
each other’s records, lots of them slept with one another, and they frequently toured or
appeared on TV together. All of these, in their way, served as gestures toward
community, and the stories have provided fodder for numerous books and articles over
the years.
But the Crosby, Stills, and Nash story—all its infighting and drama, all the drugs
and personal mishaps—is so frequently viewed through a tabloid lens that its real value
as an enactment of community seems to have been obscured.
The truth is that there might not be a band that inspires more misplaced nostalgia
and misguided mythologizing than Crosby, Stills, and Nash. Their pedigree, their public
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coming-out at Woodstock, the time-capsule perfection of their first album, and the extra
legitimization that came along with the recruitment of Neil Young made them the biggest
band in America in 1970. But for all their renown, and despite their endurance as BabyBoomer icons over the decades, what lasts of their music is surprisingly little. The first
record remains the best thing they ever did, and the only time they sustained the illusion
of being a group over a whole LP. But what an illusion it was, because it was deeply
rooted in the facts: every cut functions as a tribute to the spirit of collaboration.
Sometimes it’s subtle—Nash’s “Lady of the Island” is a basic man-with-guitar song until
Crosby comes in and they trade a cascade of wordless harmonies—and sometimes, as on
the opening “Suite: Judy Blue Eyes,” they hit with such force that it’s easy to forget
where these guys came from, and hard to reconcile what you’re hearing with what they
would become.
There’s an important distinction to be made between the kind of group Crosby,
Stills, and Nash were, as compared to the standard set in the pre-supergroup era. The
Beach Boys, for instance, were a group in the truest sense of having formed, developed,
and made it as a unit, in the sense of there being much at stake in their remaining
together, and considerable risk inherent in letting a single personality dominate. That
Brian Wilson became their driving creative force didn’t necessarily make him a leader;
his personality allowed for too much friction with his bandmates, particularly Mike Love,
and eventually made it difficult for him to spearhead a project to its conclusion. That the
other Beach Boys managed with Brian in a reduced role, and sometimes without him
altogether, speaks to the durability of their bond. When he was at his best, the community
was there to support him; when he faltered, it was there to assume additional
responsibility. They could craft music that remained true to the spirit of Brian’s best
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work, and although they worked in his considerable shadow, the truth is that his crackup
and retreat may have, in a way, been good for the Beach Boys as a band. For better or
worse, they maintained their productivity for longer than anyone could have expected,
and for a while, this resulted in work of respectable quality and myth-expanding
possibility.
David Crosby, Stephen Stills, and Graham Nash had a different sort of
relationship and a looser notion of what it meant to be in a rock group. To them, the
group was something you could join and depart at your whim, something that demanded
a certain emotional loyalty even if it didn’t always encourage actual partnership and
collaboration. To paraphrase one of Crosby’s old Byrds songs, everybody had been
burned before. A community isn’t at its finest when everyone is on guard.
Part of the official CSN story is that they were a genuine supergroup, one of the
very first, and on this point there is little room for debate. What they had in common was
a penchant for harmony singing and a whole lot of ambition. They also seemed to have
the egos of men who just knew they were meant for great stardom, and the capacity to be
threatened very easily—even mild-mannered Nash, when he heard the Eagles sing “We
haven’t had that spirit here since 1969” in “Hotel California,” responded with an
extended middle finger. But they came together with a collective spirit, with
collaboration on their minds, and when they released their debut album in 1969, they
found themselves hailed as the American Beatles. If that hyperbole feels undeserved
today, we should remember that the actual Beatles were in the process of splitting, the
Sixties were disappearing by the day, supergroups were all the rage, and the rock
audience needed an outlet for its anxieties. They seemed to want a leader, or three of
them, and Crosby, Stills, and Nash were all too willing to be leaders. Crosby’s dismissal
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from the Byrds wasn’t entirely unrelated to his airing conspiracy theories about the
Kennedy assassination during a concert; an early nadir of Stills’ career was the inclusion,
on the live album 4 Way Street, of one of his frequent “raps” about American culture and
politics during an affected, self-important rendition of “For What It’s Worth”; Nash
would frequently explore topical themes in his lyrics, most famously in the instantly
dated “Chicago/We Can Change the World.” At their worst, they could be insufferable.
But at their finest, at their most modest and unguarded, Crosby, Stills, and Nash
embodied the sort of collaborative spirit that belies any accusation of cynical or
mercenary intentions. Crosby, Stills, and Nash is a landmark record of the rock era, a
celebration of community that’s open to the intimacy of acoustic ballads and the
confrontation of political rock, one voice, or two, or three. It’s an album of variety,
recorded with casual, tasteful precision. And yet the critics read something rotten into it.
Robert Christgau wrapped up his review thusly: “This album is perfect, but that is not
necessarily a compliment. Only Crosby’s vocal on ‘Long Time Gone’ saves it from a
special castrati award. Pray for Neil Young.”
On the one hand, sure. It’s not an album for those looking for mistakes or any
kind of roughness. It’s a studio album in the most literal sense, and if what you hear in
the polish seems artificial, or like the soul’s been sucked out of it, fine. I don’t necessarily
or automatically disagree. The first CSN album is polished; those guys knew what they
were doing. The reason the harmonies sound so remarkable, why no one had ever
sounded this great before, is that Crosby, Stills, and Nash did have a unique blend, they
wanted it to come across, and they used the resources of the recording studio and their
status as guaranteed moneymakers for Atlantic Records to make themselves sound almost
supernaturally good. Why this professionalism was viewed with cynicism, or as just a
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crass attempt at making lots of money and getting even more famous, is genuinely
puzzling. I would worry about the motives of a group who knew they were set up for
success, took it for granted, and walked into the studio feeling like they didn’t have to do
the work of making art, that they had already been blessed. Other groups operated this
way later on, probably having noticed the success of Crosby, Stills, and Nash—and one
could argue that they were guilty of it themselves, eventually—but it’s unfair to blame
CSN entirely for what happened in their wake.
What matters to me about the first CSN album is that it sounds like they mean it.
Polish doesn’t have to come from driving the songs into the ground; it doesn’t equate to
insincerity. It’s strange to me that a record like Rumours, which is purely the product of
people recording their parts separately, has been critically redeemed because the sincerity
of its personnel is simply assumed. Why no similar assumptions regarding the sincerity of
Crosby, Stills, and Nash? What exactly is the added hurdle they need to clear? I mean, I
adore Rumours; I also adore Crosby, Stills, and Nash. I’m trying to hold them to the same
standards: Does listening to the music bring me pleasure? Do I connect with it
emotionally? Is there something unique about these songs and the way they’re presented?
These don’t feel like strange questions, or even like very interesting ones, so perhaps I
should consider another: Is there something I absolutely can’t name that makes this music
what it is, and that makes what it is special?
***
I’m not really sure when my dad started buying records. He was thirteen when
Crosby, Stills, and Nash came out, and never owned it on vinyl, but he does have the
Young-enhanced follow-up, Deja Vu. His copy of the first album is on cassette, dubbed
presumably from one of my uncles’ collections; rather improbably, Michael Jackson’s
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Thriller is on the flip side. Around the time I was hanging out with Tim, as I was slowly
expanding my musical palette, I listened to that tape. It’s strange to imagine my father,
not much older than I was, listening to that music when it was brand new.
The song that captured my imagination was “Helplessly Hoping,” which made
virtually no sense to me as an eleven-year-old except as a opportunity to marvel at its
method of construction. With Crosby isolated in my left ear, Nash in my right, and Stills
at the center, I played, rewound, and replayed that song, trying to follow each vocalist’s
part for the length of the performance, almost inevitably failing when the blend became
too much to ignore. It manages to be both impressive and entirely believable; there’s
nothing superhuman about it. It’s intricate without being immodest, precisely the kind of
touch I’ve long appreciated about the record, and presumably also a sign of the type of
perfection Christgau and others were snarking about.
It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that listening to that tape changed my life,
or that hearing “Suite: Judy Blue Eyes” is still, twenty-something years later, just about
as exhilarating an experience as it was then. What always seemed implicit in that song,
and in the entire album, was that even amidst those harmonies there was still room for
other voices, and that mine could be one of those voices as well as anyone’s. I heard in
that record an invitation, and although what I was being invited to wasn’t entirely
obvious, it was an invitation I was happy to accept. I trusted what the record seemed to
promise. This community had room for many individuals, and that quality was
instrumental in making Crosby, Stills, and Nash the biggest band in America, helping to
pave the way for the glut of singer-songwriters that came along in their wake.
One of the perennial facets of the partnership between Crosby, Stills, Nash, and
Young is their propensity for abandoning projects, largely due to breakdowns in their
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personal relationships. These projects have often themselves been the product of illconsidered reunions, and most of them have been busts. More than just about any other
group of their supposed stature, their career has often been a series of colossal
disappointments. Perhaps they should’ve quit while they were ahead.
And yet they’ve occasionally come close to recapturing some of what made their
initial music so special. Although the addition of Neil Young didn’t initially strengthen
their communal bond—Deja Vu isn’t exactly a group album, more a collection of solo
tracks with background vocalists; it works as music, but falls flat as an emotional
experience—a series of recordings from the mid-Seventies seems to benefit
immeasurably from Young’s involvement. Over the years, these performances have
trickled out on other records: on the Crosby, Stills, and Nash box set (“See the Changes,”
“Taken at All”), on Young’s Decade (“Long May You Run”) and Zuma (“Through My
Sails”), and on bootlegs (“Human Highway” and others). Roughly five years separate
these tracks from the first CSN album.
The toll of those years is evident. There’s a resignation to these performances that
sounds almost like weariness, and it comes through in the lyrics, but in some ways it’s
hard not to ultimately hear the resignation as triumph. These songs show the group
performing without polish, every man with his guard down, as if to say they’re just doing
what they do and there’s no need to get worked up about it. But it sounds effortless, and
the imagination of the harmonies feels tossed-off without feeling lazy or sloppy. It’s a
casual, almost naked sound, in most cases just guitars and voices, the sort of thing lesser
performers might aim for and sabotage with the application of too much effort, or too
many overdubs. Reconciling these versions with their later, more polished counterparts
reveals that Crosby, Stills, and Nash themselves may have been those lesser performers.
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It’s difficult to tell which circumstances resulted in the true fluke. In a way, these
performances represent the failure of the group just as much as they display their
triumph.
For example, what Neil Young wound up doing with “Human Highway” on
Comes a Time has the emotional heft of processed cheese when placed alongside the
CSNY outtake. It’s perfectly in tune with the country-rock trappings of the album, but
Nicolette Larson is no substitute for Crosby, Stills, and Nash. Furthermore, the lyric, sung
by one (or two), comes across as narcissistic. Sung by four, it takes in the whole of
CSNY mythology, all the biggest-band-in-America stuff that the group was saddled with
in the wake of Woodstock. And “Human Highway” isn’t even an especially great song.
Most of its power radiates from a single, impeccably harmonized line: “How could
people get so unkind?” The music borders on the sloppy, Stills’ slide playing hardly noteperfect but beautifully felt, and Young’s guitar typical of his acoustic performances,
choppy and driving, but imprecise. And yet it’s three minutes I wouldn’t trade away.
When Crosby hits a high note on the final chorus, he demonstrates the same
understanding he brought to Jackson Browne’s records, and to Nash’s “Simple Man.” No
one else could do it in quite the same way. This is the power of the individual within the
community: his contribution is singular and essential. It’s not that the whole community
falls apart without him, but that he brings out their best, as they do his.
“Taken At All” has a similar effect, and knowing that Stills’ and Young’s vocals
were wiped for the version on a Crosby and Nash record adds a poignancy to the group
take that just doesn’t come across when the voices are halved. It simultaneously
reinforces the lyric and totally undercuts it: “Is this road really the only way? / Can this
road be taken / Taken at all?” What these songs have in common, aside from
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contemporaneous origins, is the barely-coded nature of their lyrics. It eventually became
true of Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young that their best music together was explicitly
about community: its benefits, its challenges, its dissolution.
Imagine the album they could’ve made in 1975 or 1976, had they managed to stay
together and if they’d kept things in the vein of these recordings. Imagine if, instead of
breaking up and reconfiguring—as individuals, as the Stills-Young Band, as Crosby and
Nash, and CSN without Y—they’d stuck it out, their best songs emerging intact rather
than butchered, their lesser material remaining hidden, perhaps never being created at all.
I’m convinced that Crosby, Stills, and Nash, with or without Young, fill a
particular void in the American psyche, representing some eternal attempt and failure to
come to terms with ourselves, and with the relationship between the individual and the
group. Why else the enthusiasm for reunions, particularly for the sake of nostalgia, as
though the group is merely a tradition that must be observed? When the heart of their
legacy is more than forty years old, what really keeps them going? What are they
searching for? As with so much in our culture, the idea, and the ideal, endure in the face
of a nearly opposite reality. In this case, the players lack a certain something as
individuals, but the fruits of their partnership only rarely turn out any better. And yet they
keep on trying.
After the triumph of their first album, the moments in which Crosby, Stills, and
Nash have transcended mediocrity seem to have happened off the cuff. They’re successes
forged in the midst of failure. I’d prefer to have these stray tracks on a CSNY album, but
scattered is better than not at all. These are true group performances, embodying the spirit
of community absent from too much of the other music these men have created.
***

!

75

The tale of how Crosby, Stills, and Nash got together has been told so many times
I never want to read it again. Basically they were all at Cass Elliot’s place and discovered
their voices blended. Each man was also at a crossroads: Crosby kicked out of the Byrds,
Stills free after the breakup of Buffalo Springfield, and Nash restless and constrained in
the Hollies. It’s a story that appears in virtually every book about Los Angeles music, and
it’s typically presented as some kind of miracle.
I’m less inclined to think of the CSN origin story in those terms, but I do think
there must be a reason, independent of tabloid culture, that it’s so often retold. We’re
drawn to stories about beginnings, because we want to believe things happen for a reason,
that as Americans we’re destined for good things. Confronted with the story of Crosby,
Stills, and Nash singing together for the first time, it’s hard to imagine that there was any
element of chance involved, and so we refuse to countenance it.
There is value in seeing how a group comes together, because it gives some sense
of their motivation, which in turn shines some light on what kind of promise they might
hold. What happened to Crosby, Stills, and Nash may boil down to nothing more
fascinating than a loss of innocence. If Neil Young brought some spark, some extra bit of
edge they thought they were missing, he was also a poor fit for their community. In a
group of headstrong individuals with talent to spare, Young was the most stubborn, the
least compromising, and the most talented. There’s a reason much of his solo work ranks
head and shoulders above that of his bandmates, and is rivaled by so few of his rock-era
peers. Young was the sort of performer who brought out the best in his collaborators, but
who also knew when they were phoning it in. He trusted his gut, and there’s an integrity
about his music that’s missing from too much of Crosby, Stills, and Nash’s music to
make their best work with Young a coincidence.
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Although he had been in Los Angeles for several years as a member of Buffalo
Springfield, Young hadn’t lost his outsider mentality. By the early Seventies, some of the
scene’s most astute observers of America and Americans had come from Canada. Young
and Joni Mitchell were the decade’s most incisive solo artists, and as many times as
you’ll hear them on others’ records, their individuality was never in doubt. They could
participate on the fringes of the community, but eventually came to be incompatible with
it.
Another group of Canadians fared better, at least for a while. By the time the
Band moved to Los Angeles in the mid-Seventies, their best days were well behind them.
But their first album, 1968’s Music from Big Pink, was a watershed moment in rock and
roll. Its impact was immediate and lasting. Their embracing of a traditional communitybased value system, and their evident fondness for and understanding of many of the
most primal American myths, amounted to a revolutionary stance in the face of
psychedelia. Their music exuded community, and united the barroom, the frontier, the
front porch, and the church in a manner completely at odds with the prevailing
establishment. Their singing was a free-for-all, with vocals coming from every direction
and in every voice. If these aspects of the Band’s music went under-explored by their
contemporaries, the same cannot be said of their instrumentation and overall aesthetic.
Their influence was profoundly felt in Britain, where back-to-basics, roots-based music
was suddenly appearing on Beatles and Rolling Stones albums, and their off-the-cuff,
casual approach found unlikely adherents in Eric Clapton, Traffic, and Procol Harum.
In Los Angeles, one group picked up on the outsider element of the Band’s work,
and used it to brilliant effect. Lowell George and Roy Estrada were former members of
the area’s consummate offbeat rock group, Frank Zappa’s Mothers of Invention, whose
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warped sensibility found them operating in stark contrast to every contemporary trend.
Zappa’s people were also highly-skilled musicians, though, and when George and
Estrada teamed up with Bill Payne and Richie Hayward to form Little Feat, the result was
a witty, surprising, and unmistakably American stew. Their two- and three-minute
concoctions of scorched-earth rhythm-and-blues and piano balladry were a marvel of
shifting time signatures and surprising melodies, and just the right accompaniment for the
twisted character sketches and monologues that constituted their lyrics. The combination
amounted to a synthesis of the Band, to whom they owed many of their vocal
mannerisms and thematic concerns, and the Rolling Stones, whose groove has rarely been
so closely approximated.
The characters on Little Feat are surprised to find themselves exiled. “I don’t even
know what I did wrong,” George’s drifting panhandler sings on “Crack in Your Door.”
Beseeching a formerly long-haired friend for lodging, the singer of “Strawberry Flats” is
turned down, as his friend seems to panic: “Not in my house / You look like you’re part
of a conspiracy!” The truck-driver narrator of “Willin’,” dodging checkpoints and
buzzing on amphetamines, could be the same guy who, having just been dumped, wrecks
his rig in “Truck Stop Girl.”
If these people are shut out of their community for one reason or another, it’s to
their credit that they’re still searching for a way back in, and on their own terms. The
whole record is permeated by a kind of skeptical optimism, a hesitancy to commit to
seeing the worst in your countrymen, even when they’ve tried to make you look the fool
at every turn. The title character of “Crazy Captain Gunboat Willie,” hearing his crew is
on the verge of rebellion, dumps them into the sea. The final words of the album, uttered
by the last man overboard, the one who sold out his comrades: “Don’t believe / No don’t
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believe / Don’t believe everything that you hear.” It’s an unsettling finale. Is the true
outsider the captain dancing aboard his empty ship, stripped of community, or the traitor
left to die on the ocean amongst the community he betrayed?
After this, on the follow-up, Sailin’ Shoes, Little Feat began the process of
streamlining their sound. As if to disown their debut, they rescued and re-recorded
“Willin’,” and from the opening “Easy to Slip,” it’s an altogether more typical album.
The unpredictable song structures have disappeared, replaced by more conventional,
hook-oriented craft. (The development between Music from Big Pink and The Band isn’t
dissimilar.) By their third record, Dixie Chicken, they had assumed a New Orleans funk
sound that played well in the American South, and as they morphed into a fusion band,
their first record, a flop when it was released, came to seem ever-more anomalous. They
built an audience that sustained them through Lowell George’s death, an eventual
reformation, and years of touring, but what made Little Feat a strange and genuinely
unique band for a short time was long gone.
Listening to Little Feat today, I’m struck by the way it resonates against the
backdrop of a polarized, distrustful nation in which communities are at such odds with
each other. If Crosby, Stills, and Nash embraced community in spirit and in execution,
that record seems to speak less to the present than it does of the past. They sensed the
impending rupture in “Long Time Gone,” a break that would directly spur the writing of
Neil Young’s “Ohio.” On the former, they sense the risk in raising their voices; on the
latter, they’re stunned to realize that, weak or brave, the community has abandoned them,
and rather than fight their way back in, they grind in their heels. Little Feat’s approach
was less defensive, but even as their characters took pride in their outsider status, they
were still driven by a desire to belong. Perhaps this is why they stepped back from the
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edge of their debut and remade themselves as a more accessible, predictable rock group.
For better or worse, it worked.
The individual desire for community, so apparent on the first Little Feat album
and the best recordings of Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young, is an aspect of being human
that surfaces throughout life. It often finds itself in conflict with the great desire for
individuality, for carving one’s own path, an obsession that may not be unique to the
American character, but from which the latter seems inseparable. While we all attempt to
conform, and we all try to break free, the ways in which we might feel compelled to do so
can take many forms. There may be no greater struggle in life than the search for identity,
the act of growing into one’s self.
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PART III: EXCEPT IN DREAMS, YOU’RE NEVER REALLY FREE

A big part of the American myth is that people come here searching for something
better, and that by never ceasing their search, they’ll find what they’re looking for.
Southern California is the embodiment of that myth, taken to its logical extreme.
But when you’ve arrived at the place that’s supposed to mean freedom and
fulfillment and a vast sphere of possibility, only to find that you still don’t have what you
were searching for—and worse, that the things the place promised in general, as a fact of
life, turn out to be absent—where do you turn? In a sense, there is a way to go even
farther, and this twist on the pioneer spirit, at least among the Los Angeles music crowd,
resulted in a cornucopia of drugs, liquor, money, and sex. That the reaction to this kind of
excess, at least from those on the outside, is so often bewilderment and confusion—“But
they had everything! What more could they possibly have wanted?”—is less wise than
naive. The availability of excess has the power to quickly corrupt. Joni Mitchell might
have called it “the kind of crazy you get from too much choice,” and as an outsider who
was searching, she was as susceptible to it as anyone.
When my mom objected to my reading that book about the San Francisco scene,
what she was objecting to was its depiction—which she was reading, rightly or wrongly,
as glorification—of an excess of sex and drugs. She was right to worry. To a teenager in
the Midwest, those were the fastest routes by which to simulate freedom, along with
booze, which was perhaps even more ubiquitous, if the conversations of my peers were to
be believed.
But she wasn’t right to worry about me. I was the kid who worried about buying
Grateful Dead albums, fearful that their name and iconography were somehow

!

81

blasphemous, and that my parents might think their music glorified something less than
wholesome. I also panicked the first time I heard the Velvet Underground’s 1966
“Heroin,” of which Ellen Willis wrote, “No work of art I know about has ever made the
junkie’s experience so powerful, so horrible, so appealing; listening to ‘Heroin’ I feel
simultaneously impelled to somehow save this man and to reach for the needle.” I
worried that my parents would hear it only as an endorsement. But they really didn’t need
to be all that concerned—I was also thirty years old before it occurred to me that the
advice to “be sure to hide the roaches” on the first Crosby, Stills, and Nash record had
nothing to do with insects.
For all the lurid fascination I might have had with the drug deaths of various
Sixties icons, reading about them was never going to have any sort of copycat effect. But
it did make me think about the ways in which we respond to excess, how Janis Joplin’s
death, with reports indicating that the needle was still in her arm when her body was
found, is portrayed as a great tragedy and also as a great piece of rock lore, and how those
narrative impulses seem to be in conflict with one another. Compounding this is the fact
that her image, the iconic portrayal of Joplin as a living being, relies on excess: excess
Southern Comfort, excess cleavage, excess feather boas, excess personality. That her
recordings are similarly bloated and blown up should be no surprise, but the esteem in
which her music is held is founded almost exclusively on her outsized image. It seems
that, in everything to do with Joplin, the proportions are all out of order.
The same can be said of her contemporary, Jim Morrison, the most excessive
character in the entire Los Angeles scene. No less than Joplin, he was ultimately done in
by his own excesses, even if the exact circumstances thereof are less clear. If I never
managed to truly fall for Janis Joplin, I can’t say the same of Morrison.
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On our one family trip to the West, one of our stops was at the Family History
Library in Salt Lake City, largely for my genealogy-obsessed brother’s benefit. While he
conducted research, I passed the time by tearing through No One Here Gets Out Alive,
Jerry Hopkins’ and Danny Sugerman’s cheap, trashy biography of Jim Morrison that
seems unlikely to appeal to anyone but the most adolescent of males. That my mother
balked at a library book about San Francisco—the place she had promised to take me—
called Summer of Love but didn’t bat an eye at my devouring that Morrison biography,
with its far more apocalyptic title and exploitative presentation, makes very little sense.
It’s possible, albeit unlikely, that she knew something I didn’t, which is that Morrison
was largely a cartoon threat. Morrison as an artist had very little self-control, particularly
when Doors performances devolved into opportunities for him to declaim his “poetry”
and whip out his dick.
But Morrison did get off at least one fantastic line that hints at the impulses
behind the bad behavior that was to become a hallmark of Los Angeles musicians, an
image that stuck whether or not it was earned. On 1970’s Morrison Hotel, drawing back
from the artistic dead ends of their last couple albums, the Doors went for the jugular
with a set of raw blues. In the opener, “Roadhouse Blues,” Morrison sings, “I woke up
this morning and I got myself a beer.” Inspirational words to generations of college boys,
for sure, as well as an acknowledgment of Morrison’s own spiraling alcoholism. But the
next line provides both a resolution and an excuse that shines some light on just why that
kind of excess was an acceptable course of action: “The future’s uncertain,” he sings,
“and the end is always near.”
***
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Los Angeles musicians had a peculiar relationship with their city, and mixed
feelings about the hedonism and decadence that surrounded the entertainment industry.
This conflict was apparent even amongst the early Sunset Strip bands: the Byrds on “So
You Want to Be a Rock’n’Roll Star” and Buffalo Springfield on “Mr. Soul,” reacting
against the manufactured groups like the Monkees, both viewed the machinations of the
music industry with healthy doses of cynicism. That attitude wouldn’t disappear over the
next decade, but the songwriters of the Seventies trained their microscopes and poison
pens on the hangers-on, and occasionally, often indirectly, on themselves. The kinds of
excess that most often appeared in songs were the sort than come from too much money
and too much access: drugs, alcohol, ostentatious displays of wealth.
This wealth-oriented excess is all over the late work of the Eagles, the midSeventies albums of Joni Mitchell, and the entire Steely Dan catalogue, as well as, from
the perspective of the have-nots, Warren Zevon’s first Asylum album. These artists
approached the issue differently, sometimes with cutting irony, sometimes with the eyes
of journalists, sometimes cruelly and without an ounce of self-awareness. With the latter
approach in mind, the occasions on which the musicians do implicate themselves are
often fascinating and humanizing.
Much of what’s been written about Los Angeles music hasn’t been about the
music at all. Instead, the focus has been on the scene itself: the inner workings of the
music business, the communal living arrangements, the sex, the intra-band squabbles, the
drugs, the groupies, the private jets, the mansions, the tales from the road, the brushes
with death. All of this is fascinating to read about once. If you want the business story,
you can’t do better than Fred Goodman’s Mansion on the Hill; if it’s the musicians’
private lives you’re after, check out Barney Hoskyns’ Hotel California. But the overlap
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between these books is considerable, and Hoskyns’ earlier Waiting for the Sun: A Rock
and Roll History of Los Angeles strips Goodman’s book of its New York elements and
extends the timeline from the Forties thru the Nineties. It’s a readable account that puts
the Los Angeles music of the Sixties and Seventies in a specific local context.
Meanwhile, Hotel California takes a few chapters of the earlier book and blows them up,
spilling lots of dirt and leaving everyone looking awful.
It isn’t just that the musicians are debased by this chronicling of their human
failures. It’s that Hoskyns, for one, seems to genuinely dislike them as people.
Furthermore, it’s not even clear that he likes their music. It’s as though he knew there
was a market for a Behind the Music-style exposé of the Los Angeles scene, and since
he’d already done one book, why not another? It’s one thing to decry Rolling Stone’s
dubbing Joni Mitchell “Queen of El Lay,” but another to do so having spilled so much
ink chronicling her romantic attachments, falling into the same trap that’s ensnared
countless other writers, while neglecting her art, which is really the main reason she’s
worth writing about in the first place.
To make matters worse, the stories of excess so thoroughly assembled by
Hoskyns and others are frequently used to demonstrate just how awful, how depraved and
decadent, the Los Angeles musicians, and by extension the city itself, truly were. This
line of thought is then extended as some kind of proof that the music itself must be
equally awful. If the Eagles have shitloads of money, the argument goes, they are
somehow simultaneously inauthentic—because money corrupts art, etc.—and genuinely
authentic—because the Eagles wouldn’t exist without money, and it’s so crucial an
aspect of their identity that therefore their art must be disgusting. Their music isn’t
worthy of consideration because their artifice has become so totally fake that it’s crossed
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over into being real. In other words, critics have boxed the Eagles into a corner as a way
of writing them off.
What makes so little sense is why a group like the Eagles—and they’re a perfect
example because it’s virtually understood that the Eagles are worthy of scorn—can be
pilloried for their behavior as human beings, and their music disdained for the same
reasons, while other musicians get away with the exact same stuff. Why are Led
Zeppelin’s backstage and hotel-room antics on their U.S. tours the stuff of legend,
glamorized as quintessential rock star behavior, while any whiff of scandal coming from
the Eagles renders that group beneath contempt? And not only are the Led Zeppelins and
Rolling Stones of the world held up as icons, as dictionary-definition rock stars—the
reputation of their music hasn’t suffered for it, and their image probably even gives their
music a boost.
Is it that the Eagles didn’t make records as indelible as the Rolling Stones? That’s
almost inarguably true, but also an awfully high bar to clear. It’s not clear whether love of
music precedes love of image, or vice versa, but in any case the Eagles couldn’t catch a
break from critics even from the time of their debut.
I’m not sure when I first starting picking up on the fact that a lot of people don’t
exactly care for the Eagles, but aside from a period in college when I was all too willing
to let critical opinion dictate what I could and could not listen to, I’ve always been
puzzled by the reaction the Eagles provoke. It’s not just that I find most of their radio hits
harmlessly enjoyable—“Take It to the Limit” is an exception, as it cuts to the bone—but
that there’s a seriousness to much of their work that sets them apart from many of their
contemporaries. Again, somewhat paradoxically, this material—particularly on their last
two albums, Hotel California and The Long Run—prompts charges of both
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pretentiousness and a lack of self-awareness. They’re criticized for singing about
California in the context of its myths, as though a band that’s capable of “Take It Easy”
doesn’t have the freedom to write “The Last Resort.” And they’re called hypocrites for
skewering the Los Angeles scene, of which they were a part, for its excess, despite the
fact that they did so with an eye for detail and a sense of their own complicity.
It’s the complaints about the Eagles’ appropriation of myth that I find particularly
strange, especially given the way their career trajectory, from innocence tainted by greed
all the way through boom-times towards eventual decay, might be said to roughly parallel
that of Southern California. In that sense, they embody the myth in some of the same
ways the Beach Boys did, but the emphasis with the Eagles is on the myth gone bad.
Part of the trouble for the Eagles may have been that they were working with the
old stories as non-natives, but without declaring their outsider status. The Beach Boys
could credibly invoke the California myths because they embodied them. They were their
birthright as natives. But preventing the many people who have come to California from
claiming some of that myth for themselves is to deny them the dreams associated with the
myth. One of those dreams is the opportunity of reinvention, of adopting a new identity
for life in a new town.
***
There’s a scene in Joel and Ethan Coen’s 1998 cult classic The Big Lebowski that
nicely illustrates the problem presented by the Eagles. The Dude, played by Jeff Bridges,
is hungover and sitting in the back of a Los Angeles taxicab. The black cab driver is
listening to “Peaceful Easy Feeling,” a hit from the first Eagles album and one whose
title, for good or ill, defines the ethos of the Eagles and the Los Angeles scene in the
minds of many listeners. The Dude is not a fan, and makes it known.
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“I hate the fucking Eagles, man!” has become a classic movie quote, and with
good reason: the scene is genuinely funny, because the attitude packed into that line has
come to seem universal. Even if I’m more inclined to side with the cab driver, who puts
his foot down and offers the Dude a choice between tolerating the Eagles and finding an
alternate mode of transportation, I still laugh every time I watch the film.
But why exactly is this funny? Or, more precisely, how has this become funny?
How has hating the Eagles become such a common cultural position that a proclamation
of said hatred, popping up in an otherwise tossed-off scene in a movie, resonates with
enough viewers that it’s able to function effectively as an actual joke? How did we get to
this point?
These are questions I find myself asking anytime the Eagles come up in
conversation. (Granted, this doesn’t happen often, maybe a few times a year, usually
because I’ve somehow provoked it.) I think they’re relevant questions because the
Eagles’ Their Greatest Hits: 1971-1975 is one of the top selling albums of all time, and
not just hyperbolically—for years now, it’s gone back and forth with Michael Jackson’s
Thriller for the number one spot. There may be significant disagreement regarding
Michael Jackson’s relative merits as a human being, but I think it’s safe to make the
statement that his music connected with an awful lot of people, and that you’d be hard
pressed to find anything other than close-to-universal enthusiasm for Jackson’s records.
At the very least, non-fans will likely concede Jackson’s place in the pop pantheon, and
few will go out of their way to say they hate his music.
That you will not find similar enthusiasm for the Eagles strikes me as absolutely
inexplicable. Where are the forty million people who bought Their Greatest Hits? Why
are they silent?
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Well, they’re not, or at least their pocketbooks aren’t. The people who bought that
record, who bought more than ten million copies of Hotel California, and millions of
copies of the five other studio albums the group released before their breakup, are out
there. They’re shelling out hundreds of dollars a pop to see a simulacrum of the band,
reunited for nostalgic and financial reasons during the new millennium. The supposedly
once-in-a-lifetime Hell Freezes Over Tour of the mid-Nineties, like so many farewell and
reunion tours in rock and roll, turned out to be nothing of the sort.
That the Eagles are no longer a relevant force in pop hardly seems open to debate.
That’s fine, too—they had a good run in the Seventies, when they supplanted Crosby,
Stills, Nash, and Young as the biggest band in America, and it’s a bit much to expect any
group to operate at that level much longer than half a decade. Even Neil Young and Joni
Mitchell didn’t make truly great and groundbreaking music for more than about ten years.
But the difference with Young and Mitchell is that it’s not hard to find a dialogue
concerning their work, particularly amongst people who admire their art. As far as the
Eagles are concerned, despite their staggering record sales, most critics refuse to hear
their music, and any fans among them have to go on the defensive to talk about them at
all. Historically, this is the way it’s been, and there’s no reason to expect it to change.
In the late Seventies, with rock and roll at a turning point and its aging audience
taking stock of the music and its fading cultural moment, the critic Greil Marcus asked
more than a dozen of his peers to identify and write about the one album they’d take to a
desert island. The results, collected in Stranded: Rock and Roll for a Desert Island,
amount to a benediction for rock and roll in the age of punk, a celebration and
remembrance of youth in the face of adulthood. As a gathering of deeply personal
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reflections on the ways music makes its way into people’s lives, it’s just about
unbeatable.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, given its prominence and cultural reach, Los Angeles is
well represented in the book: Neil Young’s Decade, Jackson Browne’s The Pretender,
Linda Ronstadt’s Living in the U.S.A., even Captain Beefheart’s Trout Mask Replica. The
Ronstadt piece, by John Rockwell, is somewhat notorious. While it makes a persuasive
case for Ronstadt as an artist, its length is nearly Sisyphean, and the argument falls apart
when Rockwell tries to apply his criteria to an album that, even at the time, couldn’t
possibly have been regarded as one of Ronstadt’s more substantial works.
But the other piece that comes in for a real drubbing is Grace Lichtenstein’s essay
on Desperado. It’s mentioned in most reviews of Stranded, and I’ve even read pieces
about the Eagles that go out of their way to refer to it only to then write it off. I don’t
think this actually reflects anything about Lichtenstein’s essay itself, which doesn’t shy
away from criticism of the Eagles and manages to be illuminating, intelligent, and fair
about an album that didn’t exactly get a lot of praise when it came out. Unlike
Rockwell’s essay, her piece also doesn’t fall into the trap of overselling its subject.
Among essays about the Eagles, it’s part of a small, thoughtful camp. But the fact that it’s
a piece of generally positive writing about the Eagles also makes it a target. It seems very
few critics want anything to do with the Eagles, and if they’re forced or otherwise
compelled to engage, they make a point of demonstrating how the band and its music are
totally beneath them.
Even when I felt I couldn’t listen to the Eagles on account of their critical
unpopularity, I felt some regret, some longing for my younger, less in-the-know self.
When I reacquainted myself with the group in my mid-twenties, while writing a long
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paper about Desperado for my graduate class, I realized that not only had I missed
listening to their music, but it also wasn’t as empty as so many had argued. Listened to in
context, as part of a milieu that included Western movies and California literature, the
Eagles came across less like forget-your-troubles soft rockers and more like social critics.
Granted, this may just be emphasizing one extreme of their music over another, but the
realization amounted, in my mind, to a reversal of the critical status quo.
It’s fair to judge the group for the laid-back stance of songs like “Take It Easy,”
“Peaceful Easy Feeling,” and “Best of My Love,” but those songs are also easy targets.
It’s intellectually easy to disagree with complacency, to dismiss those songs as mere
fiddling while Los Angeles burned and so many of the Eagles’ peers were rising to the
occasion. But not all of their music takes that easy road, and challenging art, by
definition, demands a challenging response, possibly even a conflicted one. It doesn’t
speak well of American rock critics that so few of them were up to this particular task.
Perhaps engaging with the Eagles’ music would’ve been too professionally risky. There
may not have been another rock group against whom the entire critical community
presented such a united front, and the Eagles reacted in kind.
Blind support is one thing, but a total refusal to countenance any aspect of a
group’s output is something else. By fixating on the Eagles’ easy-going music, critics
were able to extend their negativity toward the band as people, to demonstrate how their
songs reflected the group’s cocaine-fueled, fast-living, money-hungry lifestyle. It was
easier to ignore the darker side of the Eagles’ music by focusing on what reprehensible
human beings they were. Never mind the hypocrisy of turning the exact same variables
into positives when applied to groups like Led Zeppelin, for whom drugs, hotel-trashing,
and groupies seemed to be part of the appeal.
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The Eagles may have brought this reaction upon themselves. Their first album
rarely ventures below the surface and into the cultural issues that make later ones like
Hotel California and The Long Run compelling, sometimes uncomfortable listens. By the
time the Eagles started to shift their focus toward darker themes, their earlier work had
already poisoned the critics against them. Even the detour into the myths of California
and the American West on Desperado didn’t come soon enough, and when they reverted
to commercial rock on their third album, their fate seemed sealed.
In the late Seventies, rather than reconsider the group in light of their newer
music, the critics attacked the Eagles for the hypocrisy of simultaneously living and
seeming to pass judgment on “Life in the Fast Lane.” In the case of that particular song,
while the Eagles weren’t going so far as to bite the hand that fed them, I’m not sure how
closely the critics—or fans, to be fair—were listening to it. For their part, the group did a
fine job of wrapping their soured spin on Los Angeles life in a series of ear-worm guitar
riffs and a heavily-emphasized title phrase. So the caveat “surely make you lose your
mind” gets lost between three-man shouts of “life in the fast lane!” The verses are just as
likely to be read as endorsements as they are words of caution.
What happens on the rest of Hotel California is frequently just as catchy, and just
as conflicted. Whatever you think of them, it’s hard to deny that the Eagles were firstorder craftsmen. Even if they’re philosophically worlds apart, there’s little sonic
difference between their first album and their last. It stands to reason that not liking the
sound of one Eagles record means you won’t like any of them. But in terms of
worldview? It shouldn’t be forgotten that, by the time the Eagles were recording Hotel
California, an awful lot of their peers were still plumbing human relationships puddledeep. Furthermore, that the Eagles were surrounded by money, women, and drugs didn’t
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somehow make them unique. A roll call of the biggest American hit-makers of the
Seventies turns up what amounts to a list of Los Angeles-based musicians and
businessmen. The whole scene was swimming in decadence, and it sometimes feels like
the Eagles, because they were the biggest band around, came to serve as a stand-in for all
the corruption in the industry and, by extension, the city of Los Angeles.
***
The one member of the Eagles who seemed to see the rot at the heart of the Los
Angeles myth and the local music scene was Don Henley. I’m not sure when I put
together that Henley, whose Building the Perfect Beast and The End of the Innocence
were in heavy rotation in my dad’s car, was the drummer and sometime lead vocalist for
the Eagles. But once I did, it seemed to make an awful lot of sense. The wit, the anger,
the attention to social details present in Henley’s solo albums, as well as his ear for a
good melody, were all over Hotel California. If he and Glenn Frey were some semblance
of a team during the first half of the Eagles’ career, Henley seems to have unquestionably
taken over for their last couple albums.
This shift in the group’s dynamics played no small part in their eventual breakup,
but on record, Henley’s maturation may have been the best thing that could’ve happened
to the Eagles. His songs are the conscience of Hotel California. The title track is the only
Eagles performance cited by Greil Marcus in his discography at the back of Stranded,
and its place in the pantheon seems entirely warranted; I’m not sure another Eagles
recording transcends the group’s catalogue, and reputation, quite like this one. Joe Walsh
and Don Felder get a lot of attention for their guitar solos in the closing minutes of the
track, and it’s true that this may be the finest display of musicianship on any Eagles
record; it should quash the arguments that the group were incapable of truly rocking.
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But Henley deserves credit for establishing a mood in “Hotel California” that
allows for the guitarists’ technical display; the big guitar solo needs a big song as its
foundation. Henley’s opening lines here provide the setup: “On a dark desert highway /
cool wind in my hair / warm smell of colitas rising up through the air.” We can see this
character, and we can sense this place. It also hearkens back to the first lines to appear on
any Eagles record, the ethos-defining “Take It Easy”: “Well I’m a-runnin’ down the road
tryin’ to loosen my load / I got seven women on my mind.” There’s an air of liberation,
an anything-goes attitude, running through this music. “Hotel California” is shot through
with scenes of hedonism and debauchery, and we discover the local temptations as we
proceed by our narrator’s side. In Los Angeles, “some dance to remember, some dance to
forget”—the search and the escape are intertwined, and they’re inseparable.
The conceit of the Hotel California, the “shimmering light” at which our guide
arrives before the first chorus, serves as both a stand-in for the state itself and as a setup
for the iconic closing lines: “You can check out any time you like,” the clerk says, “but
you can never leave.” In much the way Los Angeles turns out to be a prison for the
characters of so many novels, so it is here. Henley’s narrator doesn’t get the closure of a
final chorus; instead, the guitars suck him, spiraling, into what must be a permanent
abyss.
That “Hotel California” sustains this power over six and a half minutes is
remarkable; in pulling off a similar feat at the end of the album, Henley lifts the record
into the realm of the epic. Effectively amounting to a history of Southern California, and
of its attendant mythologies and tragedies, “The Last Resort” ranks among both Henley’s
finest vocal performances and the best “big-statement” album closers of the period.
During its fadeout, it also echoes the medley that ended Desperado, especially in its use
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of clashing cymbals and an overall feeling of finality. Ending on the notion that “you call
someplace paradise, kiss it goodbye,” it’s as strong a statement as can be found on any
Eagles record, and a clear indicator of the band’s (or at least Henley’s) disillusionment
with the Los Angeles myth.
***
The idea that Los Angeles is great on the surface, but rotten underneath, plays into
well over a century of myths about Southern California, and the indictment handed down
in songs like “The Last Resort” can be intoxicating to the outsider. It’s no wonder that
those of us who grew up on images of Los Angeles as a perpetually troubled dreamland
have difficulty getting those pictures out of our heads.
I’m no exception to this trend. I still perk up when I read any novel or watch any
movie that takes place in Southern California, or listen to the records that came out of the
city, because it seems inevitable that there will be echoes of this attitude toward the myth.
There’s a thrill in seeing beautiful people fail, and in witnessing the destruction of
paradise. Its omnipresence has led these depictions of decadence, and the implication of
judgment that they carry, to become cliches.
And yet I find so much of it irresistible, this art that exemplifies Los Angeles as a
fallen Eden. The literary tradition is especially rich. The early noir of Raymond Chandler
(The Big Sleep), James M. Cain (The Postman Always Rings Twice), and Horace McCoy
(They Shoot Horses, Don’t They?) set an ominous tone. Placing their protagonists—
detectives, criminals, desperate Hollywood wannabes—against the Depression-era reality
of a corrupted American dream, these stories’ pessimism, dark humor, and prevailing
sense of dread have permeated decades of Los Angeles stories. Using many of McCoy’s
tropes, Nathanael West produced one of the most influential California novels, The Day
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of the Locust, and West’s good friend F. Scott Fitzgerald tried his hand at the Hollywood
story with his unfinished Love of the Last Tycoon. By the Sixties, essayists like Joan
Didion were latching onto the reality of lives gone sour beneath the sun. Much of her
early nonfiction, pieces like “Some Dreamers of the Golden Dream,” is richly written,
slow and lush. In its wake, her Hollywood novel seems to come out of nowhere. Play It
As It Lays is blunt and episodic, and almost aggressively unpleasant. Bret Easton Ellis
borrowed wholesale from it when he wrote Less Than Zero, and when Jennifer Egan
raked in the awards for A Visit from the Goon Squad, she helped keep the tradition alive
in the new century.
It’s remarkable how many of these stories take place on the fringes of the film
industry, and how eagerly the moviemakers seem to have eaten these stories up. What
Hollywood did to further this rough image of Los Angeles with its own original material
(Sunset Boulevard) and its adaptations of novels (In a Lonely Place) is basically
equivalent to what the Beach Boys’ early hits accomplished, but in reverse. Where the
Beach Boys emphasized sun and fun, the noir masters removed those layers and
positioned their microscopes over the people who were left behind, whether those
individuals realized it or not.
Taken on their own, each of these images of Los Angeles is inaccurate, and each
is a hell of a lot of fun. Approaching surf music through the lens of Horace McCoy’s
vision of the ocean enhances your appreciation of both: “Don’t think I’m crazy about this
ocean. It’ll be all right with me if I never see it again. I’ve had enough ocean to last me
the rest of my life.” It’s not even that “Fun Fun Fun” or “Catch a Wave” especially need
to lose their luster. There’s nothing false about them; the pleasures the Beach Boys were
singing about are every bit as real, and every bit as meaningful, as the abject
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disenchantment that leads Gloria to ask Robert to put that gun to her head while they’re
staring out at the ocean, and that leads Robert to oblige her. There’s no requirement that
one appreciate one version more than the other. Both have lasted because both are true,
and because they depend on one another for reinforcement. By challenging the oldest,
happiest myths, the starkness of the noir writers and their progeny allows what might
otherwise be tired stories to retain their power.
There is danger in the fact that too often we get bombarded with the good side of
any myth, the idealized version of the way things are and the way they should be. How
much of a wakeup call the other side provides may depend on when it confronts us.
For me, discovering the version of the story that says Los Angeles is a cesspool of
corruption and decadence, home to dead souls who got tricked into believing in a
corroding dream, couldn’t have come at a more impactful moment. It was right after I’d
finished writing about Desperado, that tribute to the old myths that I’d loved since I was
a kid. With winter fast approaching in Northeast Missouri, graduation starting to appear
on the horizon, and my outlook much the same as Jim Morrison’s in “Roadhouse Blues,”
it helped to see other people, even if they were fictional characters, coming face to face
with the fact that they’d been had. It was cathartic, certainly, and there was a fair amount
of enjoyment in that catharsis.
What this did, then, was set the stage for my continued enjoyment of Los Angeles
art, particularly music, during the ensuing years, as the American society I’d idealized as
a young person fell into disarray and contemporary pop music seemed entirely
uninterested in engaging with the world. In my universe, the financial collapse of 2008
played out against a soundtrack of Joni Mitchell’s skewering of material excess on The
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Hissing of Summer Lawns, an indictment of those whose blind pursuit of stuff and money
leads to emptiness and emotional ruin.
Among the iconic images of the months before that fall’s presidential election
were those of stunned bankers reduced to hauling their belongings down Wall Street in
cardboard boxes. The reactions to these pictures from Midwestern have-nots was a
mixture of anger and schadenfreude. The consensus seemed to be that these men were the
social equivalent of the Eagles: people who were paid handsomely for contributing
nothing tangible, who had gone too far and were getting what they deserved.
This isn’t dissimilar from the pleasure to be found in some of the less
complimentary Los Angeles music. If the attitude of disdain reaches its logical
conclusion in the many destructions of the city that occur on record, celluloid, and paper,
the smaller excesses, and the smaller failures, have the advantage of placing human faces
and human hearts that much closer in view. Randy Newman’s great “Mama Told Me Not
to Come” could have been sung by Nathanael West’s Homer Simpson, who just arrived
from Iowa and simply cannot believe what’s going on around him. The singer’s
reluctance to relive this experience, Newman seems to imply, is in vain—times have
changed, and he’ll have to get used to cigarettes and alcohol and rock and roll. When
Homer, equally out of his element, tries to adapt to Los Angeles, he finds the culture
doesn’t agree with him. Disillusioned and on his way out of town, amidst the rumblings
of a riot on the night of a movie premiere, he stomps an annoying child performer to
death. In return, he is destroyed by the angry mob of those who were unable to get into
the theatre. What West does here is illustrative of this particular Los Angeles trope at its
most human. The focus of his story is on the individuals, without whom the apocalyptic
destruction might be gratuitous.
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But it also offers the reader the same satisfaction of seeing someone get what he
deserves. It’s not just that Los Angeles deserves the chaos to which West subjects it, for
what the city did to Homer and everyone else we encounter in The Day of the Locust, all
the washed-up or second-rate actors, the extras who are like simulacra of human beings,
the cockfighters and hucksters and people who have failed one another in unmistakable
and insurmountable ways. It’s also that Homer deserves his fate, for allowing Los
Angeles to change him into someone he can no longer recognize, someone he can’t even
live with.
This is an awfully grim and unsympathetic way of looking at things. But it’s the
way many Americans operate, preferring to see some places as inherently evil, and all
people as entirely independent of outside influence. That utterance of “You didn’t build
that” was so offensive to many when it passed Barack Obama’s lips because it went
directly against this notion that the individual is fully capable of acting and achieving on
his own, that the community shouldn’t have that kind of sway over him. Regardless of
the help one receives—from family, friends, government—the credit should be bestowed
upon the individual. Likewise, when the individual fails, he fails alone.
***
Excess may be the last resort of the individual for whom the community has
ceased to come through on his own terms. For Neil Young, there was little solace to be
found in touring, and recording with Crosby, Stills, and Nash provided only the illusion
of community. Tonight’s the Night may be the definitive album-length document of
excess in Seventies Los Angeles, but the kind of excess it chronicles is more personal
than cultural, and it serves less as subject matter than as context. Aside from the overt
heroin caution of the title track and the cocaine deal gone bad in “Tired Eyes,” references
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to substances are limited—if it’s a drug record, the poisons of choice are marijuana and
gallons of tequila. But their effects saturate the album. Young comes across as mostly
untethered, and he and his bandmates are on the same wavelength. Piano, drums, lap
steel, bass, and guitars all have a casual barroom feel, and if the occasional flubbed note
or misdirected background vocal never would’ve appeared on Harvest, that album also
doesn’t have Tonight’s the Night’s intimacy. This is one of those albums that makes you
feel like you’re in the room. It’s more than just a vibe—you get the sense that things are
unfolding in real time, that the players are working the songs out right in front of you.
Their object doesn’t seem to be making a record, but putting the songs across, and few
albums accomplish this quite so effectively.
Young’s exploration of excess on Tonight’s the Night sounds like he’s entirely
aware that there’s no farther he can go, but he’s also in the midst of it. If he hints at the
transcendence that he would achieve on some of his subsequent records, in the end, they
really are just hints. Even more cruelly, he flaunts a tragic irony in the one song that
seems to burst with anticipation—“Come on Baby Let’s Go Downtown” is sung as a duet
with Crazy Horse guitarist Danny Whitten, dead of a heroin overdose by the time the
album hit the shelves.
If Neil Young didn’t seem to take much joy in excess, one of his Los Angeles
colleagues was more than happy to revel in bad behavior and flip the bird at the
consequences. For years I had written off Warren Zevon, having quickly tired of
“Werewolves of London” from its radio ubiquity. But the first thing I realized listening to
Warren Zevon—technically his second album, but his first mature release—was that,
over the course of an entire album, his brand of humor was balanced with a more serious
side. Sometimes his saddest songs were leavened with laughs, and his funniest with a
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tinge of darkness. Zevon’s work is as polished as Young’s is ragged. With Jackson
Browne producing, the album is as put-together as Browne’s own work, sonically clean
and bearing the stamps of its era and origin: Browne and his Los Angeles peers Lindsey
Buckingham, Stevie Nicks, Don Henley, Glenn Frey, and J.D. Souther are all over the
album. Warren Zevon also owes some of its sense of momentum to Browne’s efforts. It’s
an expertly constructed sequence of songs, kicking off with “Frank and Jesse James”
(echoes of Desperado and all the American West myths that spawned it) and ending with
“Desperados Under the Eaves,” the intro of which is an orchestral version of the piano
figure that opened the album. It’s the kind of Hollywood touch that such a cinematic
record calls for, and it reinforces the fact that, famous as many of these songs would turn
out to be, Warren Zevon is an album best listened to as a whole.
In a sense, Zevon had little to do with the Los Angeles of the early Seventies,
when the scene was at its creative and commercial peak. His ethos was much darker even
than Joni Mitchell’s circa The Hissing of Summer Lawns, but it was also much more
comical. The humor of Zevon’s songs was enough to set him apart. Where Mitchell was
very self-aware, Zevon was self-deprecating; where Browne was earnest and hopeful,
Zevon was a fatalist. When I started listening to him seriously, those qualities stood out.
Rock writers have been quick to note the influence of crime fiction on Zevon’s work—
particularly that of Ross MacDonald, but also Chandler and Cain—but I was more
attracted to the decadence coursing through “Poor Poor Pitiful Me,” “Carmelita,” and
“Desperados Under the Eaves.” Everything was predetermined, Zevon seemed to be
saying, so might as well have another drink.
I latched on to “Desperados” with a fury reserved for few other songs. The
reference to California sliding into the ocean called up the entire host of Los Angeles
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apocalypses in film and literature, and in Zevon’s resignation lies a repudiation of the
entire Beach Boys ethos. If “Don’t Go Near the Water” was a surprise coming from the
city’s golden boys, Zevon felt betrayed by another part of the natural environment:
“Don’t the sun look angry at me?”
In the artificial climate of the Hollywood Hawaiian Hotel, the singer sits with his
margarita, “listening to the air conditioner hum.” He attempts to convey its sound, but all
he can do is hum along, and for the last half of the song, an orchestra follows the hum,
Zevon mimicking it, or it mocking him, until the twisted echo of “Dixie” (with a dash of
“Michael Row the Boat Ashore”) in the repeated chorus of “Look away down Gower
Avenue / Look away,” carries the album out on a dark wave. Adding a sort of cruel
poignancy, the voice set free to soar above Zevon’s belongs to none other than Carl
Wilson, in the role of Icarus.
It’s always seemed to me an especially sad ending to the record, a Didion-esque
“goodbye to all that” directed not just at the Beach Boys and the singer-songwriter
crowd, but at Southern California, as a place and as a myth. And yet the sheer sound of
that orchestra, and those voices, can only be described as triumphant.
To turn to excess, to decadence, is to signal that you’ve given up the search. It is
to close yourself off to opportunity and possibility, even if it initially masquerades as
liberation, as a breaking of chains and a push toward transcendence. A little booze rarely
hurts; there’s a reason there’s no cottage industry for stories of rock-star moderation.
Warren Zevon knew firsthand what life at the bottom of a bottle meant. So does
the singer of “Desperados Under the Eaves,” nursing his drink, aware that he is in the
process of giving up. He still has some perspective, though. “Except in dreams,” he sings,
“you’re never really free.” If the line about the angry-looking sun rejects the material
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claims of California, this one calls the state and its spokespeople on what feels like a long
series of lies. Dreaming, so crucial to the California mystique, isn’t freedom, and neither
is it free. This is a line that seems to hide in its song, and one that explodes myths.
Where “California Dreamin’” was the continuation of more than a century of
manifest destiny and gold rushes and Hollywood glamour, “Desperados Under the
Eaves” turns that song, and its attendant baggage, on its head. As the Eagles did in “The
Last Resort,” Zevon acknowledges that the place isn’t all it was cracked up to be, that the
myth is a lie, and that he was probably a fool to believe in it. That he cloaks his most
devastating assessment of Los Angeles in Hollywood strings is less ironic than it is
seemingly the final logical option.
Warren Zevon’s vision of Californian apocalypse is a hypothetical, and laced with
skepticism, premised on “California slid[ing] into the ocean / Like the mystics and
statistics say it will.” And so he sits, and waits.
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PART IV: THE END IS ALWAYS NEAR

Much of the fascination with the excesses of Los Angeles grows out of its being
one of the greatest sources of spectacle in America. It’s about being an observer rather
than experiencing anything for oneself, but also about feeling close enough to the action
to earn the right to claim some part of it. From the vantage point of flyover country, all
many of us can do is imagine what it must be like to actually see what’s going on out
there.
It’s not like Los Angeles, as an entity, has done much to discourage this kind of
lurid fascination. Hollywood personalities face off with the rest of us all over
supermarket checkout lanes, and we love to see the mighty fall at least as much as we
enjoy propping them up again when they rehabilitate their images. The film industry, for
its part, also gives Middle America what it wants when it comes to Los Angeles. Thom
Andersen’s 2003 documentary Los Angeles Plays Itself demonstrates this with terrible
force. Assembled entirely out of clips from dozens of existing feature films and held
together with voiceover, Andersen’s nearly three-hour structure covers the city as a
character, as a backdrop, and as subject matter; as an exploration of Hollywood’s selfobsessions, it’s tough to beat.
One of Andersen’s recurring themes is the long history of the city being destroyed
in films, whether by natural disaster or by attack. While those external factors seem to be
the culprits, what really does Los Angeles in, the films seem to say, because we want
them to, is the lifestyle of its inhabitants, and acts of god are to be taken literally as
such—god punishes the evildoer, and Los Angeles is full of them.
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I’ll admit that when I encounter this theme, I find it endlessly and morbidly
enjoyable. I love when I’m reading a novel like Play It As It Lays, and out pops a
reference to mudslides, which then imbues everything around it with an apocalyptic feel,
whether or not such a connotation is actually warranted. Since it’s all part of the
mythology of Los Angeles as propagated by Hollywood and the media, I’ve come not
just to anticipate, but to enjoy, this kind of symbolism. The city’s ever-imminent
downfall is part of its personality, and by extension a big part of what separates Los
Angeles from the rest of the country. All the earthquake lore—all the more compelling
because it is occasionally played out in reality—is a demonstration of the literal
banishment of Los Angeles from the god-fearing rest of the United States. Those people,
the myth seems to say, deserve to be sent away by any means necessary. An actual,
physical splitting of the land seems less like a last resort and more like the best available
option.
I suppose it’s easy to see why, to a Midwesterner, this lore can be so enchanting.
***
I never much thought of the Mississippi River, or of St. Louis, as the stuff of
apocalypse, or even of disaster. The earthquake scare of 1990 and a childhood full of
tornado warnings, although they certainly scared me, somehow didn’t make me afraid of
the place itself. When the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers flooded in 1993, although it
was the worst flooding in the country since 1927, again, it didn’t frighten me all that
much, because my family wasn’t particularly affected. My grandmother tried to scare me,
or get me excited about it, by showing me pictures of the flood as seen on TV—they were
actual photos she took of her television screen—but somehow this just made it feel even
more remote.
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This isn’t to say that I couldn’t imagine myself caught in a flood or earthquake. I
could, and I did. It’s just that I never thought, These are things that happen in St. Louis.
Not the way I thought of earthquakes and riots and mudslides as things that happened in
Los Angeles.
What fed my fear of an earthquake striking St. Louis was that, in those years,
earthquakes seemed to be inescapable. Every few months brought a new set of front-page
quake stories. I remember a photo from Armenia that showed a screaming woman
partially buried in rubble. No way was that image escaping my mind while I was bringing
toilet paper and toothbrushes to my fourth-grade classroom.
In fact, there had been an earthquake in California just weeks earlier, the Loma
Prieta quake, which interrupted the 1990 World Series between the San Francisco Giants
and Oakland A’s. Coincidentally, the Northridge quake of 1994 colored a different World
Series, this time the Little League version, when the local team from that part of Los
Angeles had a feel-good run before losing in the final. Throughout the Series, players
from that team, many of whose homes were destroyed, were interviewed on television.
Those kids were my age. It was impossible not to imagine myself in their situation.
By the time of the Northridge earthquake, Los Angeles was very much on my
radar. It had started to seem like something there was not quite right. Two years earlier,
on my eleventh birthday, riots broke out in response to the news that four white LAPD
officers had been acquitted of charges stemming from a violent encounter with a black
motorist named Rodney King. A man in a nearby apartment building captured the
original incident on videotape, and the clips that were shown on the nightly news
programs seemed sufficiently damning. When the verdicts came down, and the officers,
who had beaten King while he was on the ground without attempting to cuff him, were
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allowed to walk free, South Central Los Angeles erupted. On live television, a white
truck driver was pulled from his vehicle and beaten, and gunfights in Koreatown between
looters and business owners were broadcast.
The next day, with fires spreading, a curfew was instituted. Bill Cosby—perhaps
channeling James Brown, who managed to keep Boston under control when the rest of
the country was rioting after Martin Luther King’s assassination—urged everyone to
calm down and watch the series finale of The Cosby Show.
On May 1, the following morning, Rodney King uttered what was to become one
of the year’s most recognizable catchphrases: “Can’t we all get along?” National Guard
troops were dispatched to the city, and George H.W. Bush took to the broadcast waves to
condemn the rioting and looting. Local sporting and concert events were cancelled or
postponed. The city shut down the bus system.
After a couple days of relative quiet, the unrest gradually subsided. Fifty-eight
people were dead, tens of thousands had been arrested, and more than three thousand
buildings had been destroyed by fire. Damages were estimated at around $900 million.
Despite a host of related circumstances that conspired to keep the riots going—various
combinations of economic and racial factors—the King verdict is generally what sticks
out in public memory. Awarded $3.8 million a year later, after a federal court found two
of the officers guilty, King would spend the rest of his life in search of a fresh start. On
June 17, 2012, he was found dead in his swimming pool.
***
Several months after the Northridge earthquake, just after midnight on June 13,
1994, two bodies were found outside a Brentwood condo. The victims, Nicole Brown and
Ronald Goldman, had been stabbed. Brown was the ex-wife of the football great O.J.
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Simpson, and when evidence seemed to point to his involvement, he agreed to turn
himself in on the morning of June 17.
That would turn out to be a strange day. I was sitting in front of the TV, anxious
to see how the event would unfold. When Simpson failed to show, and with reporters
waiting en masse, his lawyers read a letter from Simpson that gave the impression of
being a suicide note. A search commenced, and that evening, police received a tip that he
had been spotted in a white Bronco on Interstate 405.
In a way that now seems all too familiar in this age of 24/7 media overload,
perpetual connectivity, and rapid communication via Facebook and Twitter, what
happened over the next hour and a half is unforgettable to those who were there to bear
witness. As Simpson sat in the back of his vehicle on the 405, with a gun pressed to his
own head, his driver led police on a low-speed chase. The major networks broke into
regular programming to broadcast the pursuit, with commentary from many of the most
prominent television news personalities of the day and pleas to Simpson from various
friends that he turn himself in. People huddled around television sets. Some in Los
Angeles camped out on the overpasses, hoping to catch a glimpse of the white Bronco.
It was an event with several possible outcomes. Simpson might be arrested,
square off with police, or kill himself. There might be a collision. He might escape.
People were watching to find out what would happen. It was absolutely riveting, and I
had never seen anything like it. No one had.
What happened was ultimately the least titillating possibility: Simpson’s Bronco
made its way to his home, where, trailed by a couple dozen police cars, he was arrested
and charged with two counts of murder. But as anyone who was watching clearly
understood, the saga was just beginning.
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The trial didn’t begin until the following winter, but the masses who sat glued to
their TVs back in June were rewarded with a spectacle that seemed to touch on the full
spectrum of American social and cultural obsessions and hang-ups. A black pro football
legend, still regularly visible as a commentator on NBC, was charged with murdering his
beautiful blonde, white ex-wife. The defense team would soon become household names,
as would the prosecutors, the presiding judge, LAPD detectives, and many who testified.
Celebrity, murder, sports, beauty, race, soundbites, catchphrases—they called it the Trial
of the Century. By providing the public with a glimpse into the nitty gritty of detective
work, with their reliance on the small, often improbable details of crime scenes, the
media circus allowed viewers at home an unprecedented opportunity to be armchair
experts. The whole affair, with its fixation on DNA evidence and objects like the bloody
glove and shoe prints, may have inadvertently contributed to the endless stream of police
and criminal investigation television programs to appear in the last decade and a half.
With the Rodney King verdict fresh in the local and national memory, there was
serious concern that, were Simpson to be found guilty, Los Angeles might again turn into
a riot zone. But these fears were never put to the test. On October 3, 1995, I sat in my
freshman classroom and watched as the teacher, a Jesuit in his sixties, flipped on the
television in time for all of us to witness Simpson’s acquittal. National reactions were
largely split along racial lines.
And even then, the story would not end. In a civil suit brought by the victims’
families, Simpson was found liable for the murders. In 2007, amidst understandable
controversy, he published a book, the hypothetically titled If I Did It, with commentary
from the Goldman family. Simpson’s name appeared nowhere on its cover, and the book
was generally received as an admission of guilt. On the day of its publication, Simpson
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and a group of accomplices broke into a hotel room in Las Vegas, held its occupants at
gunpoint, and made off with some sports memorabilia. Thirteen years to the date after his
acquittal in the murder trial, Simpson was found guilty of robbery, kidnapping, coercion,
and conspiracy, and sentenced to nine to thirty-three years in prison.
***
I realize now that the way I received news of the Simpson and King verdicts, the
riots, and the earthquakes ignored some important context. As a young white teenager, I
couldn’t fully comprehend the racial factors at play, or the fact that Los Angeles was
getting this attention at least partly because of its being a major media center. I couldn’t
have known that the media were in part capitalizing on the dark side of the city’s myth. In
other words, what I was taking away from these stories was the message embedded in
decades of popular media: that Los Angeles was a morally bankrupt place, and in a sense
all this rotten publicity was precisely what they deserved.
But it’s unfair and unreasonable to judge a place on the basis of uncontrollable
natural disasters and the actions of a few of its citizens. The fact that such judgments of
Los Angeles have become cliches doesn’t justify them, but neither does it blunt their
impact. The fact is, throughout the city’s long career on film and on the page—not to
mention in the news—it’s been subjected to these horrors time and again. I still find such
depictions really compelling, but they aren’t all there is to the place.
Part of the problem, though, is that many Los Angeles artists are complicit in the
perpetuation of the underside of the myth and take advantage of the city’s relationship
with disasters and apocalypse. California writers and Hollywood filmmakers rely on
apocalypse rather than ignore it; they stoke certain audiences’ fears as well as fulfill their
desires. If the Simpson drama was a capsule study of the nation’s neuroses, paranoias,
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and obsessions, the 1992 riots did more than just hint at the tensions and fissures in
American society—they were an enactment of them. President Bush wasn’t wrong to use
the word “anarchy” to describe the riots, but the implication was that democracy
somehow hadn’t failed the rioters. Rather than fighting for it, he seemed to be saying,
they were subverting it.
The racial tensions that, in the eyes of many Americans, lay at the heart of the Los
Angeles riots were nothing new to the city. The Watts riots of 1965 were, until 1992, the
worst in the city’s history. But another scenario several years later would imagine race as
a condition on which to build fantasies of far more devastating, apocalyptic proportions.
***
There’s an element of prophecy written into many visions of Californian
apocalypse. Locals since the nineteenth century have taken a shine to strange religions
and charismatic figures promising prosperity and ranting about the end times. In his
landmark regional history, Southern California: An Island on the Land, Carey
McWilliams goes so far as to call it an addiction. There was the quack doctor William
Money, whom McWilliams dubs “a typical Southern California eccentric: he was born
elsewhere, he came to the region in middle life, his aberrations were multiform, and he
founded a cult.” There was the theosophist Katherine Tingley, whose Point Loma colony
made Southern California a hotbed for the occult. Vegetarianism, home remedies, and
faith healing became commonplace. Nudist colonies sprouted up. With a large temporary
population—transients, tourists, long-term visitors—the area was susceptible to the
influence of cults. Everyone was looking for something.
Perhaps the quintessential early California prophet was Aimee Semple
McPherson. Influenced by Katherine Tingley, McPherson had a real flair for pomp and
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showmanship, attracting her first followers by dropping pamphlets from an airplane. Her
Angelus Temple, built in the mid-Twenties for $1.5 million, had a five-thousand-seat
auditorium, a giant brass band, and a vast assortment of costumes. She built more than
two hundred satellite churches in the area and attracted tens of thousands of followers.
Appropriately enough for Los Angeles, her services included dramatizations and the sort
of production value traditional worshippers might have found more appropriate for stage
and screen.
Then, in May 1926, Sister Aimee went missing, and was presumed drowned. As
some of her followers looked for her body, others gathered on the beach, praying for her
return. When she resurfaced near the Arizona border more than a week later, it was a
major news event, and her return to Los Angeles was a festive occasion and a publicist’s
dream. A hundred thousand people jammed the streets to see her, and although her
disappearance turned out to be a hoax—she falsely claimed to have been kidnapped—she
wasn’t punished and she remained very popular among her followers. To the rest of the
city she had lost some luster, but she remains the best known of the early Southern
California preacher-prophets.
In The Day of the Locust, Tod Hackett, preparing to paint “The Burning of Los
Angeles,” attends a variety of churches in order to sketch the worshippers:
He visited the “Church of Christ, Physical” where holiness was attained
through the constant use of chestweights and spring grips; the “Church
Invisible” where fortunes were told and the dead made to find lost objects;
the “Tabernacle of the Third Coming” where a woman in male clothing
preached the “Crusade Against Salt”; and the “Temple Moderne” under
whose glass and chromium roof “Brain-Breathing, the Secret of the
Aztecs” was taught. … He would paint their fury with respect,
appreciating its awful, anarchic power and aware that they had it in them
to destroy civilization.
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Perhaps the best known of today’s cult-like religions, one with footholds in areas
far flung from Southern California, is Scientology. Regarded by most as a pyramid
scheme preying on the desire for transcendence among celebrities and the wealthy, the
Scientologists were already established enough by the mid-Sixties to interest a very
unlikely practitioner, one whose influence in Los Angeles would ultimately have nothing
whatsoever to do with that particular philosophy. He was hardly the first to bring
prophecy and a cult-leader mentality to the area, but he became a far more potent figure
than the rest.
***
In August of 1969, five people, among them the actress Sharon Tate, were found
murdered in a house on Cielo Drive in Benedict Canyon. The next night a middle-aged
couple, the LaBiancas, were murdered nearby. The crime scenes were almost
unbelievably gruesome: kitchen implements sticking out of the corpses, signs of torture,
messages scrawled on the walls in the victims’ blood.
The culprits were followers of a charismatic ex-con named Charles Manson, who
happened to be an aspiring singer-songwriter and an acquaintance of Beach Boy Dennis
Wilson. Through Wilson, Manson had tried to sell Byrds producer Terry Melcher on his
songs, but Melcher wouldn’t bite. (The Beach Boys were less sheepish, reworking
Manson’s “Cease to Exist” for 1969’s 20/20 as “Never Learn Not to Love.” Their much
more developed take is substantially less sinister than Manson’s own, although by being
inextricably linked to him, it’s still a little creepy.)
Melcher had been living in the house on Cielo Drive before Tate and her husband,
the director Roman Polanski, moved in, and it was believed that Manson’s people were
either trying to kill Melcher or send him a message. That message, real or perceived,
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regardless got through to the city in spectacular fashion. In the weeks that the murders
remained unsolved, the once easy-going living situations of the rich and famous—
unlocked doors, visitors free to come and go, an overall atmosphere of trust and
camaraderie—quickly turned restrictive and paranoid.
But the connection between Melcher and Manson turned out to be only a small
part of the story. Under the spell of the Book of Revelation, Manson had developed the
belief that a war between the black and white races was imminent. In preparation, he had
moved with his followers, the Family, to a ranch near Death Valley, where they began
stockpiling arms. It was there that Manson started to groom them for what was to come.
His theory was that the blacks were soon planning to rise up and slaughter the whites.
Meanwhile, he and his followers would be safely hidden away in a Bottomless Pit in
Death Valley. The key was that, once the white race had been decimated, the blacks,
having never been in power, would have no idea how to rule the world. At this stage,
Manson said, he and the Family would appear, and the blacks would turn to them for
guidance. Naturally, this would then make Charles Manson, whose Christ complex
wasn’t exactly a secret, the leader of the world.
Heralding the imminence of the race war, according to Manson, was the
November 22, 1968 release of The Beatles, the two-record “White Album” that found the
group retreating from the psychedelic excesses of the mid-Sixties in favor of loosely
constructed, instrumentally streamlined songs. Opening with “Back in the USSR,” a
parody of “California Girls,” the group subjected blues, folk, ska, music hall, and
straight-ahead rock and roll to their singular sensibility. The record climaxed with the
Beatles’ most experimental and polarizing work, “Revolution 9,” before ending on the
Ringo-sung “Good Night,” a lullaby straight out of Walt Disney. Some of the album’s
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thirty cuts were little more than sketches, and it was clear that the group was beginning to
splinter. Devin McKinney, in a long and thrilling chapter in Magic Circles, makes a
compelling case for the White Album as one of the finest achievements in rock and roll, a
sort of encapsulation of the year 1968. But at the time, critical reaction was mixed, and
much of it was downright hostile.
To Charles Manson, though, the Beatles were nothing less than prophets, and the
White Album was full of revelations that the group was on board with the race war. The
records were in constant rotation at the ranch, with Manson mining its lyrics for clues. In
Manson’s mind, “Blackbird” implied the black race was “only waiting for this moment to
arise.” “Piggies” supposedly spoke to Manson’s opinion of the establishment: “What they
need’s a damn good whacking!” He thought he heard in “Revolution 9” the oinking of
pigs, the firing of machine guns, and the screaming of the word “rise.” And one
particularly raucous track claimed that something—the race war, of course—was
“coming down fast,” while also giving Manson a name to attach to the whole scenario:
“Helter Skelter.”
The problem was that the blacks were taking their sweet time getting started.
Helter Skelter hadn’t kicked off come August 1969, at which point Manson determined
the reason for the holdup. Since the blacks were used to taking orders from the whites,
they needed someone to show them how things needed to go down. Not surprisingly, the
Family would have to start Helter Skelter themselves. So Manson devised a plan by
which the Family would commence murdering establishment whites, but make it look
like the work of the Black Panthers. His theory was that the Panthers would then begin
carrying out Helter Skelter, and while they were massacring the white race, the Family
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could hide out in the Bottomless Pit, wait for the Panthers to finish, and then ultimately
assume control of the world.
Needless to say, Helter Skelter wasn’t exactly a foolproof plan. Manson and a
handful of the Family were eventually convicted of murder and sentenced to death, after
one of the most expensive and lengthy trials in the state’s history. Shortly thereafter,
California abolished capital punishment, and Manson remains in prison today.
***
In a way that few high-profile murders do, the Tate and LaBianca killings left a
lasting effect on the community. Helter Skelter, as improbable and far-fetched a
philosophy as it was, nevertheless prompted the sort of mass paranoia that we might now
associate with terrorism or the rapid proliferation of a deadly illness. Its effects in
Southern California were swift and widespread.
That Manson was able to exert this kind of influence isn’t terribly surprising.
Southern California, in attracting seekers and drifters, has long been a hotbed of bizarre
activity, and particularly susceptible to charismatic personalities. Charles Manson, in
other words, was practically made for the place, and he came by his paranoia and
apocalyptic visions honestly, having claimed to have studied for a while with the
Scientologists. In many ways, he was just another in a long line of cult leaders able to
sway the minds of vulnerable people.
But he was also very smart. As the prosecutors pointed out during his trial, he was
uniquely adept at using fear, both as something on which to prey and as something to
instill. The fear he put into the musical community, although it wasn’t the only thing that
ate away at the sunshiny ethos of just a short time earlier, may have had the greatest
effect, because it carried with it the threat of violence and death. That Manson had gotten

!

116

so close to them—he and some Family members had actually lived in Dennis Wilson’s
house for a time—gave everyone pause. People started to question the trust they had
placed in each other.
The fear inspired by Helter Skelter was corrosive and lasting. The sense of
community Crosby, Stills, and Nash had invoked and embodied on their debut album was
almost immediately negated, and it wasn’t coming back. In the Seventies, aside from the
Eagles and Fleetwood Mac, and ultimate outsiders Steely Dan, Los Angeles music would
be dominated by solo artists. Many of them would avoid acknowledging Manson’s brand
of discomfort in their music, preferring to placate their audiences and provide refuge in a
country that had turned uncertain.
This refusal was entirely in keeping with white American pop music during the
rock era. The early Sixties had been characterized by topical songwriters, mostly white,
responding to the civil rights movement. But black musicians, once they were given the
kind of creative and entrepreneurial freedom necessary to make original art within the
industry, took this to a higher level. Building off of Sam Cooke’s “A Change Is Gonna
Come,” it started at smaller labels and with smaller stars, and by the end of the Sixties,
the Temptations, Curtis Mayfield, and Sly and the Family Stone were beginning to
challenge conventions and sing explicitly about race. Sometimes their music was charged
with optimism and hope, but just as often it was harsh and despairing.
In the mid-Sixties, Motown had aimed for and conquered the white audience, and
the records coming out of the Stax Studios, in Memphis, and Muscle Shoals, in Alabama,
were the collaborative efforts of white and black musicians and singers. When Otis
Redding died and Martin Luther King was assassinated, the effects on the music industry
were profound. Almost immediately, the status quo was upended. Once Marvin Gaye and

!

117

Stevie Wonder took control of their own music, there was no question where the social
conscience of American pop dwelled. White groups, if they bothered to acknowledge the
turbulence of the era, often did so by way of feel-good, vaguely anti-establishment
anthems like the Five-Man Electrical Band’s “Signs” or Graham Nash’s execrable
“Chicago,” or by pulling their punches.
The Los Angeles groups weren’t exactly jumping to weigh in on the issues of the
day, and this was a prime source of critical disapproval. Ensconced in their Laurel
Canyon hideaways and their mansions in the Hollywood Hills, they cocooned themselves
away from the world, and separated themselves from their community.
The exception was Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young, who managed just once to
channel genuine rage, on “Ohio.” They did so in stirring fashion. Young’s quicklywritten rejection of the murder of students at Kent State University by National
Guardsmen didn’t just package an obvious reaction into a three-minute single—the group
actually sounded horrified. They may have primed the pump with Crosby’s “Almost Cut
My Hair,” a frequent target of ridicule, mostly by listeners determined to take the title as
strictly literal. The crux of that song, though, is Crosby’s declaration that “I’m not giving
in an inch to fear.” As the scene got complacent and solipsistic, hearing someone of
Crosby’s stature sing “I feel like I owe it to someone” strikes me as refreshing, rather
than ridiculous. It still resonates.
And yet it also doesn’t approach the urgency of Mayfield’s “Pusherman,” the
O’Jays’ “Back Stabbers,” Baby Huey’s “Hard Times,” or War’s certain conclusion that
“The World Is a Ghetto.” Crosby’s situation, in some sense, didn’t demand that he rise up
against fear. The actual existential threat Manson posed was probably blown out of
proportion, and if Crosby was singing about something other than Manson, I can
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understand why taking him seriously might’ve been a challenge to many of his critics.
Hiding behind gates and in hotel rooms, insulated by his money from the problems of the
day, it’s easy to see why so many found Crosby’s brand of hippie politics grating.
Curtis Mayfield wouldn’t have been caught singing about hair, even as a
metaphor. There were more important matters at hand. Mayfield’s hits with the
Impressions had gotten progressively political—it was a long way from “Gypsy Woman”
to “Choice of Colors” and “This Is My Country”—and by the time he went solo, the love
songs seemed to be there only because his records would’ve been too depressing without
them. If Mayfield had an optimistic streak, it rarely sat at the same table as his righteous
anger. His first solo shot was “(Don’t Worry) If There’s Hell Below We’re All Going to
Go,” which doesn’t need to be heard to be understood. Like Manson, Mayfield invokes
the Book of Revelation, but doesn’t see the point in taking it very seriously. His vision of
the apocalypse is meted out equally: “Sisters! Niggers! Whiteys! Jews! Crackers! Don’t
worry—” For eight minutes, Mayfield leads everyone in a dance down to his version of
the Bottomless Pit, where none are safe and none will be spared.
Meanwhile, white musicians were singing about themselves, or about Jesus, or
sex, all of which were also there in the great black records of the day. The difference was
that white rock had little sense of urgency, because there was so little at stake. While onetime heroin addict Eric Clapton turned “Cocaine” into an anthem, the drugs destroyed
careers, communities, and lives. If the Temptations’ “Cloud Nine” amounted to an
anthem, it was of a different sort, shared pain rather than pleasure.
***
For many of the Los Angeles musicians, earthquakes and being swallowed by the
sea were useful scenarios to invoke, the sort of reference point one might toss into a song
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and expect to resonate. But while they might inevitably cast the words around them in
shadows, those allusions wind up seeming like they’re just part of the local color, another
ingredient in the landscape. Few on the scene seemed obsessed with exploring
apocalypse as a theme, or imbuing their entire aesthetic with the sensation that the end
was nigh.
If one Southern California band could be said to project an apocalyptic feel, the
Doors would be that band. Their debut, with Jim Morrison gazing out of blackness on its
sleeve, was released into an environment of folk-rock and sunshine pop and immediately
made them seem like the darkest band in the city. With their evocative, literary-sounding
song titles (“End of the Night,” “Soul Kitchen”), revelatory interpretations of Howlin’
Wolf and Brecht/Weill, and the novelty of Ray Manzarek’s organ playing, the Doors
rushed out of the gate with such a confident sense of themselves that what came
afterwards barely even matters. If they never managed to make a better album, they
succeeded in striking an instantly iconic pose, and as long as people are still listening to
The Doors, the Doors will be with us.
Of all the young artists who seemed to be taking rock in genuinely new directions
at the end of the Sixties, the Doors may now have the strongest hold on the popular
imagination. When I was in college, some thirty years after Morrison’s death, it wasn’t at
all unusual to find his eyes staring at you from someone’s dorm-room wall. Doors posters
were everywhere, one of a series of signifiers that presumably meant to indicate an
adventurousness or edginess on their owner’s part; Bob Marley, Pink Floyd, and The
Matrix, among others, fell into this category. Morrison, unlike Jimi Hendrix and Janis
Joplin, with whom he is permanently joined in death, wasn’t merely a member of the
Club of 27—he was a commodity in his own right.
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When I was thirteen, in what has come to seem like an initiation rite amongst
thirteen-year-old boys, I got into the Doors by borrowing a friend’s copy of Best of the
Doors, the classic two-disc compilation. I taped it, and listened to it non-stop for several
months. Their songs actually sounded dangerous, and put me on edge in a way other
music never had. Listening to them in bed, when I was supposed to be sleeping, I
imagined myself as Jim Morrison, howling and chanting, fearless and frightening, over
that skittering bed of organ. It’s possible he was the first singer I ever wanted to be.
With the Doors, this was all it took to form a lasting connection. At eighteen,
seeing the cover photo from Best of the Doors repurposed as college decor, I was still
close enough to my own Doors memory to perceive a vague kinship with other apparent
fans, although I wasn’t really even listening to the group anymore. I somehow never
owned Best of the Doors on CD, and instead bought the proper albums, which were an
almost total disappointment. By the time I’d completed my collection, it was out of
obligation rather than interest.
In 2011, after I had gotten rid of the physical copies of all my Doors albums
except the debut, Greil Marcus published The Doors: A Lifetime of Listening to Five
Mean Years, a knocked-out-in-a-month collection of short essays about the group. I
hadn’t listened to their music in years, but as I read, I found myself demanding to hear all
of it.
Unfortunately, much of what Marcus was getting excited about was music I didn’t
have access to, mostly the live recordings the group’s been flooding the market with over
the past decade or so. I listened to the studio albums instead, and they made little impact.
Grasping, I put together a playlist that replicated the sequencing of Best of the Doors, just
to see what might happen, what memory might be reignited.
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For all the Doors compilations that have come out over the years—every year
they seem to celebrate a different absurd anniversary with remastered albums and a new
greatest-hits CD—Best of the Doors is the one that lives up to its title. It’s just hit after
hit, or the illusion of hit after hit; some of those songs are remembered as hits because
they’re on that collection. Marcus points out that contemporary radio formatting has
somehow failed to reduce the Doors to two or three core songs, as they’ve managed with
so many other landmark bands. The Doors are all over, and there’s no telling which song
you might hear. In Memphis, it’s often, but not always, “People Are Strange,” “Love Me
Two Times,” and, always a let-down, the single edit of “Light My Fire,” but I’ve heard
half a dozen others, too. It’s a fascinating observation, and certainly not true of many of
the other Los Angeles bands. The Eagles and the Beach Boys may be the exceptions.
Much as I liked many of the songs individually, I realized partway through the
Best of the Doors playlist that I wasn’t feeling much. The sequencing was neither
surprising nor entirely familiar. I couldn’t recall listening to the album in any particular
situation, and this lack of recollection made me wonder if I’d actually taped the album
not in the order presented, but chronologically. Best of the Doors is very roughly
chronological, and despite being a stickler for the given order of an album, I’m also fond
of strict chronology. But no, I definitely do remember “When the Music’s Over” being at
the end of one side of the tape, and “The End” capping the other, just as the CDs went
and just as the playlist proceeded. In the moment of noticing my boredom with what I
was hearing, outside of the rote pleasure one gets from a familiar song, I wondered
whether my time with the Doors had lapsed.
And yet, as I pondered the disappointment of Best of the Doors and the
disappointment of the Doors themselves, it occurred to me that, although I don’t really
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care about the Doors that much, I’ll never really be done with them. They just won’t be
what they were to me when I was thirteen, when their music seemed so grown up. Really,
I was blown away by how far ahead of Fleetwood Mac and the Eagles they seemed to be,
how much more adult.
Now, the notion that I ever thought the Doors were somehow an “adult” band
strikes me as a bit of a stretch. I suppose what I was hearing was an edge, a portent of
threat that just wasn’t in any of the other music I’d been exposed to. The Doors were
fresh, and in my parents’ house, I felt like they might meet with resistance. Feeling as
though I’d been presented with the choice to either listen to this music in the open or take
it in in private, I opted to keep it under wraps. This had the effect of making me feel a lot
cooler than I was, because I had this secret music. In short, I was having the same
reaction as many of my future peers, and none of us was as cool as we thought.
I think one of the unfortunate side effects of growing up and mostly out of
listening to the Doors is that the band does get slagged off, classified as adolescent music,
and forgotten. Doors fans who haven’t let go might swing too hard in the opposite
direction, arguing for Jim Morrison’s value as a poet, celebrating him as a great symbol
of young masculinity and rebellion. Meanwhile, the Doors as a business entity have
certainly not let themselves fade away, churning out box sets, remasters, and bootlegbusting releases with seemingly no regard for their legacy. Their early twenty-first
century attempts at performing with replacement singers were offensive cash grabs, and
best forgotten.
What gets lost is the immense power their best music still holds. Morrison’s
pretensions, even just by association, have a way of blunting the impact of even their
riskiest material, but if the Doors were never truly scary, some of their more provocative
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songs still have the ability to command attention. And not even Best of the Doors, with its
basically unassailable selection and sense of momentum, holds a candle to their debut
album. The Doors is a lean, focused record, the purest distillation of what made the group
special. Morrison’s ambitions never teeter toward pretentiousness, and the music has a
muscularity to it, an unwavering confidence that probably doomed them to subsequent
failure. It’s stunning from start to finish—the opposite, in other words, of their five other
studio albums, all of which contain flashes of brilliance and all of which ultimately
disappoint in comparison.
The great achievement of the Doors’ debut is that it successfully establishes and
maintains an atmosphere of unease. It’s not just Morrison, either. Ray Manzarek’s
keyboards provide the group’s signature touch, and if he isn’t stabbing at chords he’s
unleashing flurries of notes or finding a short melody to work with like some kind of
hypnotist. He can sound jaunty or eery; in the case of “I Looked At You,” he’s both. John
Densmore and Robby Krieger always seemed less important to me when I was more
focused on their bandmates, but one of the great pleasures of losing interest in Morrison
as an all-powerful figure, and seeing beyond Manzarek as bandleader, is discovering how
essential each musician is. Realizing how a song like “Twentieth Century Fox” grows out
of Krieger’s guitar, or how much range is necessary to solo as he does on “Soul Kitchen”
and “Light My Fire,” breaks the Doors out of the box of being a “keyboard band.”
Krieger’s playing, an unusual blend of classical, flamenco, and the blues, turns out to be
just as exotic as Manzarek’s, and Densmore’s drumming anchors the entire record. When
the band vamps, as they do during the long instrumental passage in “Light My Fire,”
listen to what a rock Densmore is, but also to the inventiveness of his fills. While
Manzarek goes crazy on “I Looked At You,” try not to get caught up in the way
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Densmore propels the whole thing straight ahead, as though he’s goading the keyboardist
on and Manzarek is responding in kind.
No, it’s not just Morrison that makes this a dark, spooky experience. But
Morrison’s performance on The Doors is easily his finest on record. He never had much
range as a singer, but he had personality to spare and was impossible to ignore, and the
narrow, repetitive, trance-like melodies did the work of disguising his shortcomings.
Morrison was a great screamer, too—I’m partial to the final repetition of “Try to set the
night on fire!” but the album’s full of comparable moments—and his overall technique
was critical to their achievement of a vaguely sinister sound. His lyrics here run the
gamut from the inane (“I Looked At You,” “Light My Fire”) to the sublime (“The Crystal
Ship”), and by covering “Back Door Man” and “Alabama Song” he was able to get the
street cred that came along with the territory. Raw sexuality and high-art ambitions were
all over the album anyway, but these were inspired and revealing choices, and Morrison
lived up to them.
On a record bursting with astonishing, forward-looking performances, “The End”
stands out as the most perfect synthesis of the Doors’ ambitions, and a crowning
achievement in Sixties rock. It’s a rarity among long rock songs; it doesn’t once drag, and
there isn’t a wasted moment in all of its eleven and a half minutes. Everyone is in top
form, but Robby Krieger, charged with extending a melody over the course of an
uncommonly lengthy track, turns in an imaginative, virtuoso performance that—again, so
rare in its context—never drifts into self-indulgence. The main guitar line has a vaguely
Eastern quality, and here the exotic is rendered ominous, rather than exciting—this is a
voyage into the unknown, and the danger is almost palpable; not for nothing did Francis
Ford Coppola realize its potential in Apocalypse Now. Krieger varies the riff, twists and
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turns it, checks it for abnormalities and hidden powers. By the end of the song, as things
are building to a climax, the guitar is venturing into noise, before one last squall of
feedback sends Krieger back to the original melody and the song drifts to its finish.
Morrison’s performance is less histrionic than his reputation, and the song’s,
suggest. His great advantage here is that he isn’t singing nonsense. If the only part of the
song with any kind of clear narrative is the instantly legendary Oedipal sequence, there’s
at least a very consistent overall mood, with enough nuance that when Morrison says,
“The killer awoke before dawn—he put his boots on,” there’s a noticeable shift in how
we’re being asked to take the song in. And everything that comes before is meant to
affect the way the song comes across. The very title may be all the signal necessary.
When the Doors tried to duplicate the achievement of this long, fully-realized
song on their second album, it seemed they had no idea what it was that people had
responded to. “When the Music’s Over” was everything “The End” was not:
monotonous, lumbering, and self-consciously provocative.
But there’s something else about hearing “The End,” particularly the scene with
the family, that makes it an effective and threatening recording. It has little to do with
Morrison’s intentions and everything to do with history. Heard at the time of its release,
“The End” was harrowing, but the freshness of the approach made it irresistible; heard a
couple years later, Morrison’s vision looked prescient. Who, in the late summer of 1969,
could have heard “The End” without envisioning the Tate and LaBianca murders, without
sensing that Manson and the Family were precisely the end Morrison had foreseen?
If Jim Morrison was a prophet only in hindsight, he realized that he could warn of
“danger on the edge of town” and count on it being understood. Such a pronouncement
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wouldn’t just be reasonable or believable—it would be certain. He sang as if providing ad
copy for the state of California, only to have it co-opted by the Family:
The West is the best
Get here
And we’ll do the rest
The apocalyptic qualities of Morrison’s lyrics didn’t fade, but like everything else about
the Doors, he veered toward self-parody much too often for them to hit with the force of
The Doors or “The End.” (Really, once you call something “The End,” how much further
can you go?) His version of societal breakdown came equally from human violence and
from acts of god. “Five to One” provided the title of that Morrison biography I read as a
kid, and “Waiting for the Sun” did the same for Barney Hoskyns’ history of Los Angeles
rock. Both reeked of destruction.
Even Robby Krieger got in on the act. His rare lyrical turn on “Tell All the
People” gave Morrison a chance to sing seemingly as Charles Manson himself, wrapping
his evil intentions in love and community. Over a soulful horn arrangement, he summons
his followers: “Get your guns / The time has come / to follow me down.” He’s promising
freedom from trouble, and who can resist? When he says, “Gonna bury all our troubles in
the sand,” they might mistake him for a Beach Boy, only to find that the sand is out in
Death Valley, and what they’ll be burying is bodies. And again, the timing is eerie, rather
than reactive—two weeks after “Tell All the People” was released, on the album The Soft
Parade, the Manson Family tried to initiate Helter Skelter.
“Peace Frog,” tucked away on the follow-up, Morrison Hotel, is like a postcard
from what happened next. Everything is blood: “Blood stains the roofs and the palm trees
of Venice / Blood in my love in the terrible summer / Bloody red sun of fantastic L.A.”
The blood is in the streets, and it’s rising. If it was an exploitative song, Morrison knew it
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would hit a nerve, and also that, if Charles Manson had had his way, it wouldn’t have
been far-fetched.
***
Even from prison, Manson gave off bad vibes. In 1974, with Richard Nixon a
couple weeks away from resigning as president, Neil Young put out a record that was
nearly as bleak as Tonight’s the Night, which was already recorded but being held back
from release. On the Beach is one of Young’s most personal albums, particularly the
devastating second side, but he still found the occasion to sing a song from the
perspective of Manson, or someone awfully similar. “Revolution Blues” might have been
uncomfortably close to the reality of the Tate-LaBianca murders, but what made it all the
more unsettling was the fact that Young was singing in the first person:
I’m a barrel of laughs with my carbine on
I keep ‘em hopping ’til my ammunition’s gone
But I’m still not happy
I feel like there’s something wrong
I’ve got the revolution blues
I see bloody fountains
And ten million dune buggies coming down the mountain
Well I hear that Laurel Canyon is full of famous stars
But I hate them worse than lepers
And I’ll kill them in their cars
Given the raw, personal nature of his recent work, the overall tendency at the time
toward confessional songwriting, and the fact that he’d already sung songs like “L.A.”—
envisioning an apocalypse of eternal gridlock, volcanic eruptions, and earthquakes, he
rails against the “uptight city in the smog,” and then turns around with all the glee of a
deranged travel agent to ask, “Don’t you wish that you could be here, too?”—listeners
could be excused for worrying that “Revolution Blues” might express the views of Neil
Young himself. When he performed the song several months before its release, in the
acoustic show at the Bottom Line, the audience was receptive, not noticeably aghast but
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also not exactly laughing about it. And that was in New York, far away from anyone who
might’ve been personally affected by the Manson Family. (The audience that night was
engaged and attentive, and Young’s rapport with them is reason enough to track down the
recording.)
Young’s vision of the end wasn’t always this horrifically violent. Several years
earlier, “After the Gold Rush” was a strange blend of an enlightening drug hallucination,
the getting-back-to-nature craze, and an alien invasion that somehow managed to evoke a
pleasant peacefulness. Rather than apocalypse, it seemed to offer transcendence.
***
Working in the apocalyptic vein with much more regularity was Jackson Browne,
whose Seventies work at times seems to be preoccupied with what happens when the
world is falling apart. Sometimes, as in the work of so many of his peers, catastrophe
seems like just part of the context of Browne’s songs—he makes frequent, passing
references to earthquakes, for example—but his apocalyptic fixations go much deeper.
His early albums feature prominently-placed songs that imagine doomsday scenarios and
the human responses to them. They were obviously intended as big statements—not as
anthems, necessarily, but he incorporated certain touches that seemed to signal a
meaningfulness far greater than the average pop song. “Rock Me on the Water” hints at
gospel; “For Everyman” seems to be about waiting for salvation, perhaps in the form of
god, perhaps in the form of something as yet unknown; “Before the Deluge” calls up a
great flood to cleanse the earth of those who would destroy it. All three are bolstered by
harmony vocals from David Crosby. They’re all in some sense about escape, but those
who are left aren’t free of burdens. In Browne’s songs, because they’re also about
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survival and renewal, riding out the apocalypse comes with responsibility, to oneself and
to others.
These extended meditations on the final days of humanity make the brief
mentions of natural disasters in songs like “Something Fine” and “From Silver Lake”
resonate all the more, because it’s clear Browne believes in their power. He’s counting on
the listener to recognize them as more than mere window-dressing. Listening to his
earliest, finest music nearly forty years after it was recorded, with no less to worry about
in the world and the experience of being human never getting much easier, it’s hard not
to latch onto these songs.
It’s clear from spending time with Jackson Browne’s work that endings are
extremely important. He isn’t concerned only with the end of the world; his narrators
have often been through tragedy, heartbreak, or great change. Things are always in flux
in his songs, and if this might give the impression of a search for stability, it also provides
an opening for optimism and hope. Although his songs can be very sad, Browne rarely
fails to at least offer some comfort, if not necessarily a way out. This is true even of the
songs that are unambiguously about the apocalypse. He realizes that the truest way of
surviving in the world is by understanding ourselves, and by connecting our selves to the
selves of others.
In this way he attempts to pull us through dark times, reunite us with our
communities, and guide us toward the fulfillment of the dreams that we’re expected to
believe are possible from the moment we’re born:
With their hearts they turned to each other’s hearts for refuge
In the troubled years that came before the deluge
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PART V: MOVING FARTHER ON

Starting college meant having to start over, and it went so surprisingly smoothly
at first that I barely had the chance to notice how easily I’d become a more social being,
and how rapidly I was building an identity around things other than music. Humor,
movies, and being the late-night sober guy were now just as important.
Those first few months of college may have been the first time I felt I was truly
part of a community, and although I’ve found stronger and more lasting communities in
the years since, it was being separated from the group over the holidays that prompted the
introspection that would gradually change my life. Back in my childhood bedroom, back
at Barnes & Noble, I was essentially stranded for a month in a past that already felt so
much more distant than it was.
Although I was going through the motions at home and at work, I did manage to
have a remarkable break in one way. Flush with cash from several weeks of working, I
paid a visit to Now Hear This, a used-record store incongruously situated in an otherwise
undistinguished suburban strip mall. What made the place unique was that they sold
bootlegs (sorry, “imports”). I had celebrated my high-school graduation there by
plunking down a pile of money for Bob Dylan’s Genuine Basement Tapes, and for a
couple years, before the shop relocated and eventually disappeared altogether, it was one
of my favorite places to take my birthday and Christmas money.
Poking around the place this time around, I came across pirated CD copies of both
Time Fades Away and On the Beach, for about twenty-five bucks apiece. It was
impulsive in the best way—I was out the door and headed back to my parents’ house
about two minutes later. I spent the afternoon and the coming days under the spell of this
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music that was supposed to be hidden. Much like the flubs that endeared me to Tonight’s
the Night when I discovered it a year earlier, the actual music on these CDs was only
enhanced by the obviousness of its having been recorded straight from vinyl—the cracks
and pops highlighted how secret this music was, how mysterious and lost, and, by
extension, how cool I’d suddenly become.
But when I got home, as the initial, piano-pounding notes of “Time Fades Away”
emerged from the snaps and crackles of my new copy of Time Fades Away, it occurred to
me that no one I knew would care nearly as much as I did about what I’d found.
Although I’d made friends at college, I realized that discovering new aspects of my
personality and relating more to my peers than I had in the past had diminished this other
part of me that I held dear.
Neil Young had written in the Decade liner notes that Harvest and “Heart of
Gold” had put him “in the middle of the road. Traveling there soon became a bore so I
headed for the ditch. A rougher ride but I met more interesting people there.” This elides
the situation somewhat. More likely is that Young, shaken by the drug overdoses of
Crazy Horse guitarist Danny Whitten and roadie Bruce Berry, simply found himself in a
much darker place than the bucolic country-rock that had made him a superstar.
Young’s first tour after the triumph of Harvest should have consolidated his
position among the frontrunners on the rock scene. Instead, it turned out to be rather
disastrous and alienating. Fans wanting to hear the hits were rewarded with drunkenness
and disorganization. Forty years later, recordings from this tour sound like they’re from
an alternate universe in which the approach of Tonight’s the Night was the norm. And
yet, like Tonight’s the Night, the music doesn’t fall apart—rather, its messiness functions
as a kind of cohesion. In a culture that prizes the polished and the synthetic, and that shies
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away from the messy display of human imperfection, what Young was doing onstage
turns out to be refreshing.
Time Fades Away was recorded on that ill-starred 1973 tour and, in an unorthodox
and risky move, was comprised entirely of previously unreleased songs. Some of these
were tunes Young had been playing for several years, and the album struck a somewhat
unsettled balance between solo piano performances and barely-together hard rock, always
threatening to careen off the tracks. Not surprisingly, it’s also stirring, particularly the
autobiographical “Don’t Be Denied,” a song about wanting to become a musician,
finding success, and not getting what you’d bargained for. “I’m a pauper in a naked
disguise,” Young sings, “a millionaire through a businessman’s eyes.” In rock and roll,
the conundrum was at least as old as the story of Elvis Presley, and its roots can be found
in any of the dozens of country and bluegrass songs that stacked up material blessings
against salvation. “What would you give,” the Monroe Brothers once asked, “in exchange
for your soul?” Young’s response seemed to be that he had no idea, but that he’d keep on
giving.
Other Los Angeles musicians addressed the concerns of the touring rock musician
in song, sometimes with care and insight—Jackson Browne’s “Running on Empty”
comes to mind—but few have the benefit of perspective that “Don’t Be Denied” has, or
are performed with such conviction. (That Browne’s Running on Empty was also
recorded entirely on the road shouldn’t be forgotten. He took the concept even farther,
recording on the bus and in hotel rooms, as well as onstage.) The Neil Young of Time
Fades Away is at the end of his rope, shocked awake by the costs of excess and fame. It
remains his only album never to receive an official CD release.
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Perhaps understandably wary, Reprise balked at putting out Tonight’s the Night in
the aftermath of Time Fades Away, perhaps fearing a commercial disaster, but in a sense
they got something even worse. Young wound up taking the material out on the road, in
performances that were, in their way, even more out-of-control than those captured on
Time Fades Away. This time around, the tour was characterized by rambling monologues,
considerable intoxication, a tacky Miami-inspired stage set, and what might generously
be called a rather flexible set list. At a performance for industry big-wigs, he played
“Tonight’s the Night” three times.
***
For a scene built so solidly on a sense of community, Los Angeles underwent a
major shift as the Sixties turned into the Seventies. As the strongest groups split up, the
musicians started solo careers and formed new partnerships that, on paper, appeared
much more solid and unbreakable than the old. By infusing Crosby, Stills, Nash, and
Young with the kind of power that rendered them unassailable, the audience set
themselves up for disappointment by placing so much trust in something that would
inevitably collapse. It was a betrayal that really stung—when prefab supergroups like the
Souther-Hillman-Furay Band were foisted upon the audience, it’s really no wonder they
didn’t bite. And the Eagles, popular as they were, didn’t radiate, and thus didn’t inspire,
the sense of community Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young did at their best.
By the early Seventies, the community in Los Angeles pop was much looser than
even the CSNY partnership. The emphasis now was on the singer-songwriter, the
individual performer who could provide a more intimate window to the soul than any
band. This shift mirrored a considerable transformation of rock and roll in general. As if
cowed by the turmoil in American society, and broken down by the failed communities
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of the Sixties, musicians began to go it alone in larger numbers. Bob Dylan was the
nominal forerunner, but the confrontation and aggression of his electric music—and the
Biblical and folk-song apocalyptic prophecy of The Basement Tapes and John Wesley
Harding—had been replaced by music and lyrics that were meant to comfort and console.
James Taylor’s Sweet Baby James and Carole King’s Tapestry were galaxies apart from
the terrible visions of “Highway 61 Revisited,” and even Dylan himself had backed off
into a domesticated serenity that was hard to reconcile with a singer once so engaged in
current events. In Los Angeles specifically, one of the many aftershocks of the Manson
murders was an enveloping paranoia that splintered much of the rock community,
indirectly leading to an increase in solo artists and a need for the audience to feel spoken
to and comforted.
As the critic Lester Bangs and others have been quick to point out, it’s a short ride
from solo artist to solipsist. Artists that start out singing to an audience wind up
occupying their own echo chambers; individuals who might have once been part of a
community wall themselves off and suffocate, some quickly, others over time. The
artistic heyday of the singer-songwriter was brief, even if solo artists were the
commercial kings and queens of the Seventies. Record companies had money to throw
around, and combined with copious quantities of cocaine, the urge to make everything
sound bigger seemed to know no bounds. The homespun campfire acoustics of the late
Sixties and early Seventies gave way to slick, focus-grouped pop. It sold records and
filled arenas, but little of it has lasted. (The Crosby, Stills, and Nash catalogue is as potent
an example as any, not least because those three squandered so much promise by
exhibiting a total lack of quality control. Stephen Stills’ solo albums, in particular, trace
the depressing spiral of his music as well as the overall arc of the singer-songwriter era.)
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By the end of the decade, the most vital singer-songwriters were more likely to be
fronting working rock bands: Bruce Springsteen with the E Street Band, Elvis Costello
with the Attractions, Graham Parker with the Rumour.
But the most talented and committed of the singer-songwriters also produced
some of the decade’s most enduring records, and Los Angeles was at the center of the
movement. One strand of the city’s music dealt with the themes that affected everyone as
a community; another took those concerns and examined their impact on individuals.
They are intertwined, and inseparable. This is the music that I come back to again and
again, hunting for wisdom, comfort, and pleasure as an adult. In days of instability and
drift, it’s been a life raft.
***
One of the things that surprises me the most about the months following that
winter break from college, when I think back on them, is how much time I spent alone,
and how meaningful that time was. There’s a couplet in “On the Beach” that became an
instant favorite the first time I heard it:
I need a crowd of people
But I can’t face them day to day
On the Beach is one of Neil Young’s finest albums. If the first side is erratically brilliant,
the second, a trio of long, moody songs, is cathartic and honest and, if it’s not exactly
cheery, it’s also not totally despairing. It’s certainly the music that most drew me in when
I was getting acquainted with Young’s hidden records. Over the course of twenty
minutes, Young seems to exorcise the demons of his past couple years, and to
communicate a new outlook.
This is not to say that it’s happy music. No doubt influenced by the prodigious
consumption of “honey slides,” a marijuana-and-honey concoction, the songs are almost
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unbelievably slow. (Young once told the story of recording “Helpless” with Crosby,
Stills, and Nash, and that it had to happen very late at night, when everyone else was able
to play at his substantially reduced speed.) Except “Ambulance Blues,” which is almost
mid-tempo—actually, the finger-style guitar part is intricate and faster than it sounds on
record—but also runs for nine minutes, winding through verse after verse, fiddle solo
after harmonica solo. It feels much slower than it is.
There’s a level of acceptance communicated on the second side of On the Beach
that points toward the more haphazard work Young did in the second half of the
Seventies. Let me spin “haphazard” just a bit. It’s not that there’s a dip in quality so much
as a variation in potential interest level for the unconverted. From Time Fades Away to
Hawks and Doves, Young made uneven but charming and engaging music; there’s an
emotional continuity to much of it that manifests itself in what might be described as a
fuck-all attitude, which I find endearing. What Young started doing with tried-and-true
styles like country music (on Comes a Time, certainly, but also on tracks like “Star of
Bethlehem” and “Hold Back the Tears”) seems less an outgrowth of Harvest than an
extension of the attitude expressed on songs like “Motion Pictures”:
All those people, they think they’ve got it made
But I wouldn’t buy, sell, borrow, or trade
Anything I have
To be like one of them
I’d rather start all over again
“Motion Pictures” neatly bookends Young’s relationship with the actress Carrie
Snodgress, the other side of which was the gorgeous and patronizing “A Man Needs a
Maid.” It’s a long way from one to the other. By the time he was recording On the Beach,
Young was crawling out of the ditch of the past couple years. It was time to dust himself
off, pick up the pieces, and get back on the road. While the opening “Walk On” has a
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certain confident swagger about it, the transformation really takes shape on “On the
Beach,” “Motion Pictures,” and “Ambulance Blues.”
The title blues is a worried meditation on fame, solitude, and change: “The world
is turning,” he observes. “I hope it don’t turn away.” Lester Bangs might’ve found some
hard truths expressed here, and I hear that line as a refutation of the kinds of posturing
material he railed against in his landmark early essay, “James Taylor Marked for Death.”
What’s remarkable about “On the Beach,” song and album, is that it also seems to
explicitly reject some of Young’s own earlier work, particularly Harvest, or to qualify it
with the benefit of experience. Whereas the majority of the Seventies singer-songwriters
got complacent over the course of the decade, Young seemed to be ever moving,
growing, searching for something new. He was also self-aware: in acknowledging his
own solipsism, he simultaneously excuses it and seems to highlight the shared humanity
of himself, his audience, and his contemporaries:
Though my problems are meaningless
That don’t make them go away
I think those lines are wonderful. Rather than excoriate his peers, as so many in the
critical community tended to do, he offers up this almost conciliatory gesture. In asking
his audience to empathize, Young practically dares them to regard his problems as
meaningless—a problem, he seems to say, is meaningful in the ways in which it impacts
the sufferer. In a sense, he’s making a motion toward community, looking for
understanding, perhaps under the assumption that his gesture will be reciprocated. We all
have problems, and whether the world knows about them or whether they’re secret, those
problems have meaning as long as we struggle to work past them.
In Young’s universe at this point, there’s an urge to escape—part of figuring out
how to solve his problems involves discovering what it is he wants. “On the Beach” finds
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him heading “for the sticks,” in a way that recalls older songs like “Are You Ready for
the Country” and, reversing its trajectory, “Out on the Weekend,” which may have been
where everything started to go wrong: “Think I’ll pack it in and buy a pickup,” he sang
not so long before, “take it down to L.A.” It’s an explicit break with the bucolic, countryroad sentiments of artists like James Taylor, with whom Young was often lumped. (Not
always unfairly, either: that’s Taylor and Linda Ronstadt singing on “Old Man.”) But it’s
a break that’s also couched in the instrumentation of that laid-back brand of music.
That Young didn’t also abandon the acoustic sounds that are linked to the singersongwriter crowd seems less cynical when you consider that acoustic music has always
been one of his poles. An album like Comes a Time is also less sunny than its trappings
might seem, featuring songs about struggling with a breaking relationship (among them
“Already One” and “Lotta Love,” the latter turned into AM-radio gloss by his occasional
collaborator Nicolette Larson). This winds up being distinctly different from the plethora
of songs that deal with relationships that are already broken. In other words, Young is
twisting familiar territory on these mid-Seventies albums, in terms of both subject matter
and his own sound. As a result, they tend toward the uneven, and they’re less
immediately accessible than Harvest or After the Gold Rush or CSNY. But this is also
much braver music, and more fascinating and rewarding in the long term.
It’s incredible to me the way Tonight’s the Night already felt like an old and
internalized record by the time I heard Time Fades Away and On the Beach a year later,
and how quickly I must have taken to those albums to have ordered Rust Never Sleeps
shortly after I returned to Kirksville from the holiday break. Another mostly live album
of new material, Rust Never Sleeps was, along with the retrospective-oriented and
simultaneously-recorded Live Rust, Young’s final work of the Seventies.
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It sounds like it, too. After six or seven years of mindful drifting, Young came up
with his most powerful statement of purpose, a bold shot in the face of artistic decay.
Wayward as he may have been for most of the Seventies, at least he was working on his
own terms, producing music that was never going to connect with many of the millions
who bought Harvest. Rust Never Sleeps announced that Young, contrary to the reputation
he’d begun to build on his recent albums, was as vital as ever, had not just survived but
emerged at the top of the heap.
Particularly in the form of its opening (acoustic) and closing (electric) manifesto,
“My My, Hey Hey,” Young was philosophizing about what made great art, and what
made a great artist. “It’s better to burn out than to fade away” is its famous aphorism, but
its variations are just as crucial to an understanding of Neil Young, his mindset, his
music, and his take on the Los Angeles scene. “It’s better to burn out than it is to rust,” he
sings on the acoustic take, in the age of the slow decline of so many of his peers. Where
were Crosby, Stills, and Nash now? In 1977, they had reunited to record the tepid CSN,
managing a hit in “Just a Song Before I Go” but failing to distinguish themselves from
any of the lower-grade soft rockers of the day. Young’s “lost companions,” as he refers to
them in “Thrasher,” seemed to have rusted.
Artistic stagnation was a phenomenon not unique to Crosby, Stills, and Nash,
however. Joni Mitchell’s final albums of the Seventies, Don Juan’s Reckless Daughter
and Mingus, were her first boring music. Jackson Browne’s post-Running on Empty move
from the personal to the didactically political resulted in music far less memorable than
his earlier work. Steely Dan bowed out with 1980’s Gaucho, a coked-over version of
1977’s smooth-jazz Aja. And if the Eagles split the difference between burnout and rust
on The Long Run, the contract-settling Eagles Live made liberal usage of the word “live,”
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sounding for all the world like the gasping last breaths that it was. Meanwhile, Lowell
George was dead, Dennis Wilson soon would be, Fleetwood Mac were splintering but
carrying on, the Beach Boys were past irrelevant and just there, an artifact—and here was
Neil Young, over one of Crazy Horse’s loudest, most aggressive performances,
screaming, “It’s better to burn out, ‘cause rust never sleeps!” Getting complacent, even
for just a moment, spells the death of the soul, and the death of art. If much of Young’s
Seventies music reeks of desperation—in the sense that here’s a person desperate to hold
on, to remain vital—this is where it led, to this most desperate cry, this declaration of the
artist’s value as a self.
***
It’s hard to describe what Rust Never Sleeps sounded like to me as a college
freshman, displaced from suburban life into a university setting somewhat uncomfortably
situated at the center of a rural farming and manufacturing community. Meanwhile, St.
Louis had rapidly lost any vestiges of comfort it might’ve had. It was difficult to feel
rooted anyplace I went.
That spring, I met the guy who would be my sophomore-year roommate and the
group of girls who lived just around the corner from me, who wound up providing access
to all kinds of new social interactions. I developed a crush on one of those girls, and spent
much of the semester convincing myself that winning her affections was the proper
course of action. My mustachioed roommate had moved out, and his university-mandated
replacement was often absent, spending long weekends at home and much of his time at
school in the throes of one of the campus Christian groups. Consequently, I spent copious
hours, often late into the night, awake and sitting at my new computer, listening to
bootlegs I’d downloaded from Napster. If the previous semester was defined by my
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newfound sociability, this one found me trying to better balance a social life with the
alone time I’d always enjoyed, and had come to realize I missed. It was now the year
2000, and I couldn’t help sensing change in the air: new technology, the agony of illfated love interests, the sense that I was somehow growing out of the person I used to be.
Doing laundry late one night just before spring break, excited to get out of
Kirksville for a short week in St. Louis, I dug out the Rolling Stones’ Exile on Main St.
I’d picked it up about a year earlier but couldn’t make heads or tails of its murky sprawl.
The Stones’ best work always had a ramshackle quality, but I was unprepared for how
completely blasted they sounded. If the run of albums starting with Beggars Banquet
found the group digging into not just the sound but the spirit of the blues, and channelling
it through soul, gospel, and country music, Exile took that spirit to its logical terminus.
Packaged in a collage of photographs of outsiders and freaks from Robert Frank’s The
Americans, the album seems to exist in a world where it’s perpetually three a.m. There
are bursts of raucous roadhouse energy, and everyone knows they really ought to be
getting home, but no one can locate the door. The hosts survey the damage. Some guests
are sleeping, maybe nodded out, maybe dead.
The scene is grim, but it’s kept at bay from total despair by the redemptive streak
running through songs like “Shine a Light” and “Torn and Frayed,” when California
steel-guitar session regular Al Perkins seems to lift the whole room toward heaven.
Ragged harmonies and deep groove make what could be a lonely downer of a record into
an unexpected cluster of battered community, everyone moving roughly together toward
some mystery destination. By the time “Soul Survivor” fades out, everyone shuffles out
into the street, cleansed. The sunlight hurts their eyes, they have no idea where they’re
going, and neither do we, but we’ve all avoided burning out. The hard work lies ahead.
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Its presentation, the frequent indecipherability of its lyrics, and its origins in drugs
and decadence lend Exile on Main St. an air of darkness and a reputation to match. Greil
Marcus compared it to Sly and the Family Stone’s hypnotic and unsettling There’s a Riot
Goin’ On, and that’s probably its nearest sonic equivalent. But Exile is also the Rolling
Stones’ most transcendent work. It doesn’t achieve the audio verite sloppiness of
Tonight’s the Night, but Neil Young’s meditation on excess is certainly a spiritual cousin,
and the urgency of resilience that drives Rust Never Sleeps fuels Exile in much the same
way. The Stones rusted, but the eighteen songs of Exile on Main St. hardly make that
seem inevitable.
I listened to the CD the whole night, folding t-shirts, staring out the window into
the still and silent night. Eventually I broke through the music, or it broke through me—I
was looking forward to getting out of Kirksville for a while, but for the first time, I also
realized I couldn’t wait to get back.
***
Hitting adulthood at the very beginning of the twenty-first century brought along
with it considerable cultural baggage. The early days of George W. Bush’s presidency,
coming as they did after a disputed election and a Supreme Court decision, were strange
and confusing. But they turned out to be barely worth getting used to.
The morning of the terrorist attacks, I had been in bed for only a couple hours—I
was a night monitor in one of the dorms that semester, and I worked in the wee hours on
Tuesday mornings—and planned to sleep until early afternoon. My only plans for the day
involved picking up Bob Dylan’s Love and Theft, which I’d been excited about for a
month. Instead, I woke to a barrage of voicemails from my roommate, imploring me to
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turn on the TV. That afternoon, I went with a friend to pick up the new Dylan album. I
did play it a couple times that day, but it was hard to listen to.
More than a decade later, I’m puzzled by people who claim that everything
changed that morning, and by those who say nothing did. I remember how strange it was
to go to classes that week. I remember all the cars in the Midwest suddenly festooned
with tiny American flags and, with war underway in Afghanistan and Americans
suddenly united in being on edge, feeling deeply disillusioned with my country. I
remember my parents saying, unprompted, that I could go to Canada if there was a draft,
that they would support that decision. I remember wondering whether I was a bigger
fraud for not telling them I was gay or for being torn about whether to avoid military
service by coming out or by leaving the United States. It’s a strange country that inspires
blind patriotism in some, and a stranger one that seems to force ambivalence upon others.
My personal life at the time wasn’t any more normal. I had come out to everyone
I knew at school a couple days after my twentieth birthday, which happened to fall during
spring finals and meant I would head back to St. Louis with a giant secret hovering
between me and my family. But I didn’t intend to spend much of the summer with them
anyway. I planned to work at the bookstore as much as I could, and with two years of
college behind me, I now had enough friends in town to keep myself busy the rest of the
time. A couple housesitting gigs fell into my lap and gave me my first real taste of
independence, but instead of throwing even a small party or two, I stayed up late playing
guitar, reading, and playing records. In August, there was a road trip to Sedalia, Missouri,
for Bob Dylan’s performance at the state fair, a final bit of excitement before returning to
Kirksville.
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The rest of college isn’t a blur, exactly, but September 11 had its way of
overshadowing the fall semester, and I spent much of the spring alienating various close
friends, including my roommate, by being completely unpredictable in social settings.
There was too much beer, too many late nights, and not much maturity to go around. It
was an unpleasant time, and I ultimately couldn’t coax a single one of my guy friends to
go out for my twenty-first birthday. I wound up being taken out by half a dozen girls, and
after putting away some quantity of alcohol and barely noticing the difference, I
wandered over to the university library and hung out with the desk staff until two a.m.,
checking in books and probably being a little inappropriately loud.
On the bright side, I enjoyed living off campus and having my own bedroom for
the first time since I was five, and I was putting a lot of effort into making up for all the
music I didn’t listen to when I lived in the dorm. Aided and abetted by coworkers, I took
advantage of my Barnes & Noble employee discount from afar, blowing loan money on
the entire Sixties catalogue of the Rolling Stones, any Beatles CDs I was still missing,
and books of rock criticism.
When I decided to stay in Kirksville for the summer after my junior year, I knew I
would be almost broke, but even working only about thirty minimum-wage hours a week
at the library was enough for me to scrape by. The cost of living there was shockingly
low, and I wound up with plenty of money after living expenses to support a twiceweekly karaoke habit and the drinks that went along with it. Kirksville summers had a
way of binding people together. If some slightly resentful summer residents joked about
the place in post-apocalyptic terms, there were plenty of us who found the desertion, the
quiet, and the laid-back attitudes of those who remained very relaxing and charming. It
was a time when people who might not ordinarily interact with one another during the
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school year would become friends, first out of necessity and desperation, then because it
turned out most people were basically decent and kind and capable of having a good
time.
Senior year brought yet another new roommate, my fifth, and this one watched a
lot of Fox News. He seemed to regard it as entertainment, at least in part because I would
get pretty wound up watching it with him. That spring, I sat with a friend in my favorite
bar and watched George W. Bush go on TV and announce the war in Iraq. I started to
wonder what I might do with my life, and where I might do it.
By the time I graduated, I’d decided to punt on the future by sticking around
Kirksville another year. The great new Beach Boys compilation Sounds of Summer came
out, and I moved into a house with a couple friends who were still in school. My new
room was twice as big as my old one, covered in stain-masking orange-and-brown shag
carpet, and unbearably hot during the summer. But I had room for more bookshelves and
plenty of space for solo dance parties, and I could walk a block in one direction to the
only liquor store in town and a block in another direction to the Thursday-night karaoke
bar. My rent was $150 a month.
A couple years later, a friend and I were driving to the liquor store and I realized
my cheap, dilapidated house had been replaced by some dirt and a bulldozer. By then, I
would’ve barely recognized the person I was when I lived there.
***
In the aftermath of the September 11 disaster, I remember the talking heads
wondering if perhaps the age of irony was now over. We could no longer afford to care
about frivolous things, they said—Britney Spears was a commonly cited example—
because we’d all been shaken to the core. This prediction turned out to be premature; they
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made it all over again when the economy collapsed, and there’s been a spate of hopeful
essays about the rise of sincerity since then, few of which have failed to namecheck the
essayist and fiction writer David Foster Wallace, whose suicide just prior to the 2008
election seemed, of all things, an ironic rebuke to sincerity’s ascendancy.
I appreciate irony, I really do. But I suspect that one of the reasons I’m unmoved
by ninety-nine percent of the contemporary pop music I hear is because so much of it,
particularly in the realm of so-called “indie pop,” leans too hard on irony. Much of the
rest, the sort of stuff heard in passing on the radio, sounds like it was composed by people
with no imaginations at all. There will always be exceptions—Lady GaGa’s jawdropping 2009 “Bad Romance” was unavoidable, not that I would’ve tried, and Cee-Lo
Green’s “Fuck You” the following year was a rare burst of summery Sixties-style R&B,
and deliriously, deliciously profane to boot—but too often what passes for Top-40 lyrics
is nonsensical in all the worst ways, repetitive to the point of irritation, and just plain
artless.
Admittedly, I have more than a bit of a curmudgeonly streak, and certain kinds of
music are unlikely to move me at all. I confess I have no emotional connection to hiphop, and dance-oriented, electronic pop seems to be missing the dynamics that I associate
with the best disco, funk, and classic pop. But for me, a song generally rises or falls on its
lyrics. I’m a words guy, and Morrissey’s lines from “Panic” ring true when I turn on the
radio: “The music that they constantly play / It says nothing to me about my life.”
***
The sincerity of the Los Angeles singer-songwriters at their best—much of Joni
Mitchell’s and Jackson Browne’s work, and that of the three singer-songwriters who
contributed to Fleetwood Mac’s tremendous run in the late Seventies—at the end of the

!

147

day, makes their music matter more to me than almost any other. When I was in my early
twenties, I was too embarrassed to listen, too self-conscious and confused. If their songs
said anything to me about my life, I refused to hear them, unprepared to contemplate
what they might mean. Now I listen to this music all the time. It may be unfortunate
evidence that the solipsism charge wasn’t misplaced, but I find Mitchell, Browne, Neil
Young, Gene Clark, and the rest just nailing the concerns of adults. Their music is
thoughtful and insightful, and it is sincere.
I returned to Los Angeles music the year I lived in the falling-down house, and
I’ve never left. In the decade since then, I’ve lived in Texas, the Pacific Northwest, and
the South, and this music has been a constant. As Rumours did for Tim and me, records
by Los Angeles musicians have helped me form bonds with some of my closest friends,
and they have been part of the fabric of my daily life.
Post-college adulthood seems resistant to chronology. If certain years of my life
have been marked by great changes and new experiences, the overall arc seems to be
toward a gradual stabilization. The moments to which I regularly return are clearly
situated in place, but not always in time. They are important not because they signaled
any kind of transformation, usually, but because they represent a contentment I never
expected to encounter, and which I’m often surprised has lasted.
Los Angeles pop, as an embodiment and reflection of national dreams, desires,
and anxieties, and as a search, struggle, and failure to sustain a sense of community, finds
its most fulfilling and lasting heart in the work of artists who affirmed the importance of
the individual. If a community is, at its base, a group of individuals united toward some
common goal, for the community to thrive, those men and women must not lose sight of
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themselves. Sincerity is paramount; they must bring their honest selves to the group, and
they must keep those honest selves in sight.
What ultimately makes the music of Los Angeles in the Seventies so valuable to
me, so essential and irreplaceable in my life, is the quality of its individuals’ expression,
the insights they provide into what it can mean to be an adult in this or any time. The
myths and dreams are what we are compelled to live within; our selves are what we must
live as. All the talk of beauty, freedom, and utopian togetherness—not to mention
earthquakes—attracts me to this music, but the documentary aspects aren’t what I most
connect with. They certainly aren’t what grabbed hold of me when I was a preteen,
blasting Rumours in Tim’s basement. Nor are they what I’m looking for now when,
almost without fail, I’ll put on Joni Mitchell’s Blue on winter evenings, pour a glass of
wine, and start chopping vegetables for soup, the sun long gone and wind cutting through
the spaces around our poorly sealed kitchen windows. There’s nothing dark in that scene,
and if there’s anything beautiful and free about it, it’s at the simplest, most personal level.
Nor is it representative of the complacency, the settledness for which Los Angeles
music is routinely derided. When I started to recognize my deep love for this music, I
realized I was tired of reading about the musicians in the context of their sex lives and
lavish lifestyles, and of getting so little sense of what the music might mean outside of
rote voice-of-a-generation pronouncements. Even Michelle Mercer, in her wonderful
book about Joni Mitchell, Will You Take Me As I Am, can’t escape the trope of
whispering “this song is about man X, this one about man Y,” even after she specifically
announces that she’s going to avoid tying Mitchell’s songs to the singer’s particular
partners. That kind of tabloid approach is almost irresistible, but it doesn’t illuminate why
you or I might respond to a given song. I don’t want to be reacting to “A Case of You” or
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Graham Nash’s “Simple Man” because I know whom they might be about—I want to
continue to respond to them because they make me feel a certain way, or a number of
certain ways all at once. I want the songs to be just as easily about me, and my life, as
about anyone else’s.
My favorite Joni Mitchell song early on was a relatively later one, “Coyote,”
which I knew from the soundtrack and movie of the Band’s farewell performance, The
Last Waltz. It’s a gripping performance in the film, Joni floating onto the stage in a dress,
a little slouchy, and with nary a word, gliding into the song and riding its rhythm for five
short minutes. The lyric is relentless, wordy, the storytelling propulsive and captivating.
For years, from the time I first encountered the song as a high-school freshman, I heard
“Coyote” as an entirely literal song: I actually pictured Mitchell addressing the song to a
coyote, or to a man with a coyote’s head. It’s not like I was a stranger to metaphor back
then, but I still have to remind myself that, no, it’s not an actual coyote who’s eating
scrambled eggs and wearing dark glasses. And yet Mitchell strings me right along,
because every image in the song works in service of furthering that metaphor, that image,
and the lines are so long there’s hardly a moment to stop, step back, and remember you’re
not right there in the action.
It’s strange that, much as I loved “Coyote” when I was in the prime CD-buying
part of my life, I never heard Hejira until just after I graduated from college. I was up late
into the night in my bedroom in the not-yet-bulldozed house, downloading and listening
to music, going through a big Leonard Cohen and Scott Walker phase (very nocturnal),
and it occurred to me that I’d never heard the studio version of “Coyote.” It’s not
especially different from the Last Waltz version, maybe a little looser, definitely more
stripped-down, but not different enough to convert a skeptic, or to turn off a fan.
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What moved and surprised me was what came after. If “Coyote” is one of
Mitchell’s most stunning creations, what does that make “Amelia”? Mitchell’s tribute to
Amelia Earhart evokes the rush of flight with what sounds like a soaring steel guitar, and
is a wonder of long lines full of unexpected rhythms and rhymes. That steel guitar sound
is characteristic of Hejira’s openness. It’s a stripped-down record, Mitchell working
primarily with her own electric guitar and bassist Jaco Pastorius, who functions as a
traditional anchor only part of the time. More noticeable are his solos and short fills—he
becomes something like a second vocalist, and one of Mitchell’s most intimate
collaborators. On Don Juan’s Reckless Daughter and Mingus, Pastorius would be just
about the only interesting thing going on.
Hejira is one of Mitchell’s most musically cohesive records, right up there with
Blue. The electric guitar and Pastorius’ unpredictable bass-work create a wide-open
sound, evocative of the plains and the long car trip. There’s space in the sound for the
listener’s emotions, and Mitchell’s lyrics may conjure up many unpleasant and
complicated ones. They concern themselves with adult relationships, travel, nature,
differences between the sexes, the past, and what it all means.
Once I heard it, it didn’t take long for me to fall in love. The songs treat us to
character and scene in unparalleled fashion. In the case of “Furry Sings the Blues,” it’s
the decrepit Memphis bluesman Furry Lewis, in an encounter that resulted in his lashing
out at Mitchell in the press, claiming she betrayed his trust, that their meeting was
supposed to be just for the two of them. That doesn’t matter much to me, sitting here in
Memphis, thinking back not long ago to when my in-laws were in town, and we traipsed
along Beale Street and I saw the statue of W.C. Handy and thought about this song and
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the fact that Mitchell’s description of Beale Street, and much of Memphis, is so accurate
and depressing.
Hejira takes place all over the United States, sometimes in Canada, other times
seemingly in space, and yet the music reflects so little of the variety of the physical
environment. What we’re hearing is primarily the open road, and the emotional space of
the singer. It’s not a din, nor a mere wash of sound, but there’s also remarkably little
focus on melody, and that characteristic holds true for the lyrics as well as the music. It’s
a long way from Blue, certainly, but that’s not to say Hejira is totally devoid of melody—
the lines are so long, though, and there aren’t exactly a whole lot of hooks, so what winds
up sticking out is the rhythm, both of the music and of the singing. As an opener,
“Coyote” sets the tone for the rest of the record by being a toe-tapper. If you’re listening
to the album in the car—an experience that, once you’ve had it, you may find it hard to
resist repeating—you’ll find yourself speeding up and propelled along for the next fiftytwo minutes.
But even though I fell in love with Hejira, listening well after dark in that fallingapart house in Kirksville, it was a while before I was inclined to go any further with Joni
Mitchell. My first boyfriend, whom I met in my first year of grad school, was a fan, and it
was something that brought us together but didn’t keep us there. His enthusiasm for Blue,
though, is what made me start listening to that album, even if we’d long been broken up
by the time the album really hit me. I’ve listened to Blue so much since then—and to so
much of Mitchell’s other music—that I’m managed to liberate her music from that
relationship. If anything, it’s my relationship with my husband that first made me listen to
Blue with my heart as well as my ears. He’s the one I’m stirring the soup for.
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Mitchell’s lyrics communicate truths of human relationships that connect in a
deep, almost primal way. Her work is acutely nuanced—she gets into very specific
territory and examines life from precise and unusual vantage points. Calling Mitchell a
chronicler of relationships and society isn’t wrong, but it also doesn’t hint at the rare
strength of her eye for detail, and for the complications she conjures up in her portrayals
of women and men. She has called her music genderless, and although she didn’t
elaborate, I agree that there is a significant amount of universality in Mitchell’s lyrics.
I’ve probably related more to Joni Mitchell’s take on relationships than to any male
songwriter’s, including Bob Dylan at his most honest, on Blood on the Tracks. For as
stripped down as songs like “Simple Twist of Fate” and “If You See Her, Say Hello” are,
they still have a few toes in the surrealism of Dylan’s earlier work. His gift is no greater
or less than Mitchell’s, just different. Perhaps it’s just a coincidence that I don’t think I
really started to feel much of Joni Mitchell’s music in an essential way until after my first
relationship had fallen apart. Nevertheless, I think there’s something there, and I don’t
think it’s an accident that I’ve taken so much from Mitchell during adulthood.
In a tantalizing aside in Michelle Mercer’s book, Mitchell mentions that Hejira
somehow attracted a sizable gay following. Perhaps that’s why it was the first of her
albums with which I properly fell in love. I know I was surprised, when I finally listened
to it, by how much I connected with it, how something in the sound attracted me in a way
her other music hadn’t. For all of the acoustic, one-woman-show qualities of her earliest
records, Hejira’s introspection actually goes deeper, and the music sounds less like a
band and more like a drone with occasional accents. It’s the sound of a landscape, intact
but shifting, and a woman, also intact, also shifting. My assumption was that it was an
aberration, that the rest of her work was as wispy, as hyper-feminine, as Hejira had made
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her earliest efforts seem. Wrapped up in this assessment of Mitchell’s first albums were
vestiges of the same fears that made me nervous about Cass Elliot years earlier.
Obviously I was wrong about Joni Mitchell’s music, and happily so. Even Blue
sounded different once I heard it with reoriented ears. Who really cares about the
“feminine” use of kitchen imagery in “My Old Man,” because who, regardless of gender,
hasn’t known what it feels like when “the bed’s too big / The frying pan’s too wide”? As
someone who listens with surprising frequency to Blue while cooking, and as someone
who regularly cooks for two but occasionally, due to schedules or travels, finds himself
cooking for one, that line makes an awful lot of sense. There’s a difference between
making scrambled eggs the way my husband and I like them—sautéing vegetables until
they’re soft, then pouring the eggs over the buttery, colorful mixture—when we’re both
in the house, and when I’m by myself. Proportions have to change, and although I’m a
fast learner in the kitchen, a good improviser, and more than competent with the basics of
cooking, sometimes things go awry. That little line in “My Old Man,” no matter how
many times I hear it, resonates. Like wonderful, wait-for-it moments in other pop
songs—Rod Stewart’s falsetto bit at the end of “Maggie May,” or Warren Zevon
imitating the air conditioner on “Desperados Under the Eaves”—it becomes something
more with each revisiting.
Blue, in its way, has become an album full of those moments, or just an extended,
thirty-six-minute moment of its own. Much as I enjoy the scene, and much as it delighted
me to see Joni Mitchell paid such tribute on film, I don’t need to see Annette Bening
feeling her way through “All I Want” in The Kids Are All Right—I have my own memory
of the same thing, several female friends and I sitting in a circle on a professor’s den floor
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during a party, the record not even playing, just lying there on the floor, and us
congregated around it as though it were some kind of shrine.
One of us just starts: “I am on a lonely road and I am traveling, traveling,
traveling, traveling / Looking for something / What can it be?”
And the others join in: “Oh, I hate you some / I hate you some / I love you some /
Oh I love you / When I forget about me.”
I’m sure the whole thing was the product of wine and tiny sandwiches and the fact
that we were there to celebrate the successful conclusion a women’s and gender studies
conference, and I’m sure it devolved into giggles and sighs soon enough, but it was an
indelible thirty seconds. Two of those women would also stand with me at the end of my
wedding reception, “A Case of You” serving as the final song of the night and the three
of us barely standing on the dance floor, singing too loudly and not at all well but making
sure we tried to honor every nuance of Mitchell’s performance, down to the dozen or so
syllables she squeezed from the word “you.” It was, in its way, as much a tribute to Joni
Mitchell as it was to our friendship.
It may even be safe to say that Blue has supplanted Hejira as my favorite Mitchell
album. I certainly listen to it more. Hejira is just so draining—it’s substantially longer,
not as singable, as varied, or as warm. It’s not as participatory, and not an album I’m
likely to put on with company around.
But even Blue hasn’t taken on the public quality I associate with Rumours. After
years of neglect, I returned to that album after I left Kirksville, after my relationship
ended and I was just getting to know my new home in Austin. In the months while I
pursued the man who is now my husband, I listened to Fleetwood Mac more than I had
since middle school. I wasn’t at all surprised that memories of basement afternoons with
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Tim came rushing back, but I was unprepared for how much the record still seemed to
offer, and how much it meant to me.
I spent a recent dinner gathering with a handful of Memphis friends listening to
nothing but Rumours. The first time it ended, our host, upon hearing the chugging
opening chords of “Second Hand News” emerging from the silence, shrugged and figured
she’d just leave it to run through again. What started as a simple expression of fondness
for the record, and a sense that no one in attendance could possibly find it objectionable,
turned into a six-hour experience with those songs as a backdrop. As the main courses
disappeared, as the desserts came and went and the wine bottles piled up, Fleetwood Mac
asserted themselves at occasional intervals, or we, their listeners, gave ourselves over to
the music for a moment. Someone would hum a tune, someone else would tap a rhythm
on the tabletop, another would sing a snippet of lyric. Evidently the record wasn’t just a
backdrop—it was another participant in the evening, a contributor to the conversation.
Every once in a while someone would make a comment about the music, or toss out a
piece of trivia or a memory, and we’d all marvel at the thing for a moment before
whatever else was going on the room proceeded. The album wasn’t a distraction, or mere
dressing. It was a presence, and a welcome one at that.
***
I’m glad to have Rumours, and Fleetwood Mac, back in my life. It took years of
not listening, and coming back to the first two golden-era records with fresh ears, to
appreciate just what remarkable work they had produced. So much of the Fleetwood Mac
story is wrapped up in the interpersonal dramas of the band that it’s easy to forget why
we care about their story so much. But the records seem to warrant that kind of interest.
For a group whose members were all breaking up with their partners, Rumours makes

!

156

them sound remarkably together. Their relationship woes permeate the record, but they
sound like a unit. Piecing that kind of art together with that level of detail is enough of a
challenge, but the fact that it winds up sounding so organic is a real achievement.
At the same time, Rumours is now too much of an old friend for me to it hear in
new and challenging ways. I’ve been listening to it for twenty years, and it’s become like
a Beatles album—I’ll always enjoy it, and marvel at its artistry, but I doubt it will ever
surprise me again. I hope I’m wrong.
A couple years after I moved to Austin, I found myself moving again, this time
across the country to the Pacific Northwest, following my now-husband as he embarked
on graduate studies. I got a job working at a bank and spent hours a week riding the bus,
which amounted to hours a week listening to music as the bus wound its way through the
neighborhoods of Portland.
The first summer and fall I spent in Portland was a pivotal time for me as far as
Los Angeles music goes. This was when I started listening to Warren Zevon, Graham
Nash’s debut Songs for Beginners, David Crosby’s If I Could Only Remember My Name,
various Beach Boys albums after Pet Sounds, Linda Ronstadt, and albums by Jackson
Browne and the Eagles that I’d been ignoring for some time. It was also when I first
listened to Tusk.
The brilliance and the reputation of Rumours, while they were qualities that kept
me attached to that album for years, were also what stopped me from really investigating
Fleetwood Mac any further. Once I’d reacquainted myself with their most commercially
successful albums, I started to get curious about all the ones I’d never heard, including
Tusk, which I happened to own but had never really checked out. The follow-up to
Rumours, it’s a long, strange two-record set in the White Album or London Calling
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mode, a tour of styles and sounds that seems completely disjointed and self-indulgent
until it’s been fully absorbed. Since Tusk seemed to be everything Rumours was not, the
public didn’t eat it up quite as enthusiastically, and I spent much of my life under the
impression that it was a misstep.
I had even tried listening to the album a couple years earlier, and didn’t get more
than a few tracks in before I gave up. But on the bus—and exercising, sitting around the
house, and running errands on foot—the more I listened to Tusk, the less it felt like an
aberration. Much of the album bore the same sonic trademarks—an ear for harmony and
lush, layered production—that had characterized the group’s earlier work. Several songs
sounded as though they wouldn’t have been out of place on Rumours, and really, the
group was working with many of the same themes, with Tusk’s twenty songs mostly
being variations on love gone right or wrong, and personal resilience in the face of
turmoil. The only difference was that these songs were also a little crazier, noisier, and
more ambitious.
This ambition is probably most noticeable in the songs of Stevie Nicks. She
contributes only five of the album’s twenty songs, but they’re among the most affecting
of her career, expansive emotional narratives with intense singing. “Sara,” for instance,
doesn’t sound all that different from songs like “Rhiannon” and “Dreams,” but it takes
that sound into much more self-consciously literary and personal territory. Others, like
“Beautiful Child” and “Storms,” are restrained and subdued.
A different, less polished kind of ambition is all over Lindsey Buckingham’s
work, and it’s because of his larger involvement with the production duties that Tusk
turned out the way it did, so fragmented and unpredictable. The fragmentation really
plays up the feeling of being on edge that permeates so many of the songs, while also
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seeming initially disorienting. For the first time, the distinctions between the songs of
Buckingham, Nicks, and Christine McVie are quite stark. Whereas on Fleetwood Mac
and Rumours there had been an overall unity of sound, Tusk is disjointed. Buckingham
was under the spell of punk and new wave music, as well as some light psychosis, and
that comes through in songs like “Not That Funny” and “Ledge.” The former shares some
lyrics and much of the structure of another of Buckingham’s nine quirky Tusk songs, “I
Know I’m Not Wrong,” which I find far more satisfying. “Not That Funny” is obviously
more unhinged, but “I Know I’m Not Wrong,” with its guitar solo that seems to
anticipate Prince’s “I Could Never Take the Place of Your Man,” has a fuller sound,
making better use of background vocals and Fleetwood Mac’s melodic strengths. Even
the more subdued of Buckingham’s contributions (“Save Me a Place,” “Walk a Thin
Line”) are nervy and twitchy.
As for McVie, although I suspect the sleepiness of the opening “Over and Over”
played a role in my initial willingness to write Tusk off completely, her six songs are
simply stunning, particularly in their range. She gets off a couple of her usual mid-tempo
pop numbers in “Think About Me” and “Never Forget,” an intricate harmony exercise in
“Honey Hi,” and a piano ballad, “Never Make Me Cry,” which is even better than
“Songbird.” Even “Brown Eyes,” the dullest of the bunch, has much of the unease of her
earlier “Oh Daddy,” and makes up in mood what it lacks in tune or dynamics. McVie’s
Tusk songs might be her single best batch on any Fleetwood Mac album.
In light of the interpersonal problems the band went through during Rumours, it’s
tempting to hear all these songs as a continuing exploration of not just the same themes,
but the same subject matter, and as a result it can be an affecting listen. Overall the album
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is unified by nothing but its constant turns and surprises, the brave overreaching of its
principals. It makes for occasionally uncomfortable listening, but it’s also riveting.
Without Tusk I’d never have bothered with Mirage, and without Mirage, who
knows how long it might’ve been before I realized that there was much virtue to be found
in the minor records of my favorite artists, or in the catalogues of artists who seemed less
likely to warrant my attention? It was a lesson I was learning on a daily basis in those
months.
I think what’s been so surprising to me about uncovering previously hidden music
is how much of it seems to have been so obviously within reach. The Crosby and Nash
solo albums were certainly like this, coming as they did right after the release of Deja Vu,
when the group was at a commercial peak. Why hadn’t I checked those out years earlier?
Mirage, however, came out in the early Eighties and thus post-dates almost all of the
other music discussed here, and no review I’d ever read had pointed me toward it. It’s not
a great album, and I’d be silly to argue otherwise. But it’s a very good one, much better
than it deserves to be, and much better than I’d ever been led to believe. Its hits, “Gypsy”
and “Hold Me,” were both on an old Greatest Hits CD I had during middle school, and
the opener, “Love in Store,” probably should’ve been on there as well. It’s wonderful,
propulsive pop.
The real kicker on Mirage, though, is the closer, “Wish You Were Here.” I’d been
wary of Mirage because of its reputation, but also due to the number of songs with
cliched or stolen titles (“Book of Love,” “That’s All Right”), and “Wish You Were Here”
fit the bill. For the first several minutes, it’s a perfectly passable and characteristic
Christine McVie song. It has a nice melody but its trite sentiment isn’t elevated in the
slightest by its equally-trite lyric.
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But for its last ninety seconds, “Wish You Were Here” is a thing of grace. Over
the final verse, Buckingham’s guitar starts nudging its way into the song, until he’s
primed us for a solo after the final chorus. McVie sings the title phrase, and in a Mac-bynumbers touch, the three vocalists draw out the word “oh” over four syllables.
Buckingham solos for twenty seconds, and then, in what is either a purposeful effect or a
very atypical flaw on a Fleetwood Mac record—a third possibility is that it’s nothing and
I’m over-interpreting the sound between the solos—you can actually hear Buckingham
switch instruments. Now he’s playing something that sounds like and could very well be
a dobro, still soloing, sounding more rootsy than usual. And then, as if suddenly
awakened, and inspired to take the song to a new level, in comes McVie playing these big
block chords on the piano, really getting into the number, moving up an octave, banging
the keys with novel vigor, and then, bubbling under, Mick Fleetwood plays the subtlest of
drum rolls, and when the music crests on the next bar, there’s a feeling of absolute
release, like every drama enacted upon and by the members of Fleetwood Mac over the
past six or seven years just got sucked into the air and out of the room. With that, the
song fades.
I don’t remember the first time I heard “Wish You Were Here,” but the second
time was very quickly followed by a dozen more listens. It’s such an unassuming song
until, just when it seems like it’s coasting on its own pleasantness, it takes a turn toward
the unpredictable and the transcendent. In its wake, for me, Mirage took on a very
different aura. In pointing me toward the virtues of the group’s more minor music, it led
me to reconsider my entire approach to listening to pop. The wisdom of avoiding Mirage
and a whole lot of other music based on “reputation”—the music’s, my own, take your
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pick—had in an instant been called into question. If there was more like this out there, I
had to find it.
***
One other artist’s deeply personal material, at its best, seems to illustrate the
growth of a human being from youth to adulthood. Jackson Browne’s self-titled debut is
full of reflective, surprisingly mature compositions. There’s a good balance of uptempo
songs like “Doctor My Eyes” and “Rock Me on the Water” and more somber, serious
material like “Looking Into You” and “My Opening Farewell,” and it’s about as close to
perfect as a debut album gets. Even songs of considerable gravity like “Song for Adam,”
a tribute to a late friend, are imbued with a sense of youthful wonder.
But it wasn’t the first Browne album I heard. That was Running on Empty,
Browne’s take on the type of live album pioneered by Neil Young, full of new material
recorded under trying circumstances. When I was in middle school and discovering
Browne’s work, I wasn’t aware that much of Running on Empty was written in
collaboration with others, and I’m not sure it would’ve mattered anyway—I really liked
the record, somehow managing to relate to the theme of being a lonely rock star on the
road, in spite of the fact that I was twelve or thirteen and living with my parents.
Unfortunately, it’s also the lightest of his Seventies albums—its title fits. It’s not
that it’s a bad album, but it’s so much lazier, the songs so much simpler, than what came
before. The melodies are there, but there’s little depth of feeling outside of the title track,
which is one of the most serious and thoughtful singles of the late Seventies, easily the
best that Browne ever released.
Not that Browne’s other albums weren’t full of similar material. Late for the Sky,
in particular, is loaded with devastating songs: the title track, “Fountain of Sorrow,” “The
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Late Show,” “For a Dancer.” Riding in the car not long ago, driving back to Memphis
from a wedding, I cued up that album, and as it neared its end, somewhere in the middle
of “Before the Deluge,” my husband asked what we were listening to. When I told him
who it was, he remarked that he’d never listened to Jackson Browne before, but that he
liked this record. I felt my heart fill, not with pride, necessarily, but with some kind of
confirmation that I had chosen an ideal partner, and that my long-time belief about Late
for the Sky may very well be true. I’ve always thought it’s Browne’s most adult work, an
album that provokes more knowing nods from me than just about any other record out
there—so many of Browne’s observations cut to the core of what it means to be human.
Moreover, he’s not reliant on cliches, so every lyric hits with the force of years of
experience, and with the surprise of unfamiliarity and insight. “Maybe people only ask
you how you’re doing / Because that’s easier than letting on how little they could care,”
he sings in “The Late Show,” and haven’t we all been there? It isn’t just a matter of
thinking he’s right—it’s that my mind immediately goes to my own experiences, and I
feel those feelings all over again, fresh as they’ve ever been.
Say this for Jackson Browne: really drawing on listeners’ feelings in a fresh and
surprising way is hard. There were others in Los Angeles who pulled this off, especially
Joni Mitchell, but it’s a characteristic of all of Browne’s best music.
During the winter of 2011, my husband and I visited friends in West Virginia over
the holidays. I’ve developed an inability to sleep in strange places without white noise,
and these friends had two small children who would wake up early, so it was essential
that I sleep with headphones in my ears. One morning at four o’clock I found myself
wide awake. For no particular reason, I put on The Pretender, Browne’s follow-up to
Late for the Sky and a record made in the aftermath of his wife’s suicide. It was Browne’s
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first effort with a bona fide producer, Bruce Springsteen’s savior Jon Landau, and it
seemed to me a retreat from the strengths of its predecessor. I’d written it off years earlier
as an overly slick, slight album.
I don’t remember what I thought of the first track, “The Fuse,” that early morning
in Morgantown, but I’ll try to communicate some of what I found in the second, “Your
Bright Baby Blues.” It opens with the tried-and-true image of the singer sitting at the side
of the road. Browne sings, for six of the shortest minutes I know of in pop music, to a
woman, a love interest, but he’s not just singing, he’s pleading. He’s in a terrible place,
and he wants out:
No matter how fast I run
I can never seem to get away from me
No matter where I am
I can’t help thinking I’m just a day away
From where I want to be
It’s a feeling of being stuck yet hoping against hope that being unstuck is just around the
corner. Browne’s music, melancholy as much of it may be, is often, seemingly in spite of
everything, tinged with optimism.
The song is bisected by a slide guitar solo by David Lindley, whose playing by
the time of Late for the Sky was the distinguishing musical characteristic of Browne’s
records. His solos were slippery, ringing flurries of notes, rarely having anything to do
with the vocal melody, and frequently coloring entire songs rather than just instrumental
breaks. Here he sits back until it’s his turn, plays with restraint until just the moment
before his solo ends, when he does the sort of thing you don’t hear too often from slide
guitarists, which is that he plays full chords, and the sound churns and echoes. It’s an
impressive flourish that guides the song into its final verse.
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“It’s so hard to come by that feeling of peace,” Browne sings, and it’s as though
he’s summing up all of his records to date, not to mention the human condition. He turns
to drugs: “This friend of mine said / ‘Close your eyes / and try a few of these’.” For all
the substances in Los Angeles at the time, working their way into the recording process
and into increasingly messy lives, this is a rare explicit reference. The first time I noticed
it, in that fold-out bed in my friends’ living room, I was already struggling to stay awake
to hear how the song turned out. I’d heard it before, of course, had listened to The
Pretender maybe half a dozen times, but had never paid much attention, not more than
was necessary to find “Linda Paloma” grating and “The Pretender” not as good as I
thought I remembered it from the radio.
I could feel myself changing.
Browne, again: “I thought I was flying like a bird / so far above my sorrow / but
when I looked down, I was standing on my knees.” What an image! He puts us there with
him, we might even picture him actually floating in the air, and then he brings us right
back down, and worse, to this song’s equivalent of rock bottom. “Now I need someone to
help me,” he says, “someone to help me, please.” That “please,” that pleading, the pause
just after he asks for help, it’s as desperate as anything in any of Browne’s many
moments of desperation.
His last request here is a killer, part for the delivery and part for what’s going on
around him. “Take my hand and lead me,” he sings, “to the hole in your garden wall / and
pull me through,” another moment where he begs us to see him literally, physically being
pulled through an opening and into a better place. Lindley returns over these lines, subtly,
and there’s one drum roll and the slightest pause before another, the second drum roll
coming as Browne repeats those final words, “Pull me through,” a final plea. Then
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Lindley soars, soloing again, over the loping bass and the drum fills and the slow-dancing
organ and the hammering piano, and what you’re hearing is the sound of the pulling
through.
It’s a sad, sad song, with an absolutely inescapable measure of hope at the end. It
is, in its way, the perfect song to end on, because here’s the thing about The Pretender—
this was the only Jackson Browne record my dad had on vinyl, and I never remember
hearing him play it. So here’s a record I grew up with, in the sense that it was there at my
disposal, I listened to his tape of Running on Empty all the time, and I logically should
have gone after The Pretender next, but never did. As an adult, I owned The Pretender on
CD, listened to it occasionally but never with pleasure, and then, in West Virginia,
awfully far from Los Angeles, far from anywhere that seemed to matter, and on the edge
of sleep, I kept myself awake to hear “Your Bright Baby Blues,” anticipating a payoff I’d
heard but could never have recalled, and heard those words: “Pull me through.” And
then, trusting myself as much as him, I played it again.

!

166

EPILOGUE

It is Sunday in Los Angeles. I wake to the sound of the neighbors’ car radio,
playing something lively and in Spanish. The bedroom window is open, and the curtains
dance with the breeze. I’ve been here for a few days, and already I understand that I
won’t be finding what I came here for. The date is June 3, 2012.
I’m renting this room in a Silver Lake bungalow, and my purpose for the month is
twofold. I am here to explore the city, and to read and write about it. After all these years
of dreaming, the stuff of those dreams is just outside, amongst the palms.
When I got here it wasn’t clear to me that what I’m searching for is the myth
itself.
What I find instead is a city, on its surface a land of dreams and fantasy, but
beneath that, a place where people live, work, find love and heartbreak, grow old if
they’re lucky, and die. Palm trees, beautiful people, traffic, and views of the city from
walled-off homes seem to matter so much less.
Ever since I thought to read about the music I love, and about the artists I admire,
the music itself has become inextricably linked to the circumstances in which it was
created. Context, if not exactly as important as words and melody, has turned out to be
one of my obsessions. In the case of the music of Los Angeles, the mere fact of a record
coming from that city in the Sixties or Seventies hasn’t automatically made it worthwhile
or enduring. But there are too many cases in which this context has led me to albums I’d
never expected to love for it to be a coincidence. Things were going on there and then,
and if the circumstances have changed, they haven’t changed enough for the music to
turn foreign. These records hit at least as hard now as they ever have.
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One of the great rewards of living with certain kinds of records over the course of
a lifetime is that, as you develop with age, the music begins to transcend the time and
place in which it was made, as well as the circumstances in which you first encountered
it. An album like Rumours becomes less about the drama in Fleetwood Mac’s biography
and more about the way hearing it when you’re twelve influences the way you hear it at
twenty-five, and how that affects the way it comes across when you’re in your thirties. A
great record can withstand that kind of sustained, lifelong listening, and I can’t wait to
see which of these stick with me.
At the same time, some things remain constant. As Americans, our myths and
dreams hold steady, even as our individual relationships to those myths and dreams may
shift over time. The songs that came out of Los Angeles in the Seventies are rarely so
topical that they don’t translate to the twenty-first century—love, survival, and the hope
of transcendence don’t go out of fashion. That the dreams of Crosby, Stills, Nash, and
Young, Jackson Browne, and others were born in Southern California is a big part of why
those dreams ring true. After nearly a century of Hollywood movies, and after several
centuries of manifest destiny and the frontier spirit, what California represents is
ingrained. It may be awful, it may be out of reach, and there may be a compulsion to see
it destroyed, but its power is undeniable.
In this age of crumbling dreams, of overall American promise sometimes seeming
like it’s on the wane, the attitude of “Desperados Under the Eaves” and “The Last
Resort,” of On the Beach and SMiLE, is the attitude I’ve latched onto. If my own
miniature dreams of financial independence, fulfilling employment, and prosperity were
going to be thwarted in the Midwest, the Northwest, and the South, seeing those things
fail in the West, land of eternal sunshine and material plenty, even if it’s just in a song,
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has given me a strange and troubling peace. I’ve been able to rely on the pessimism of
others to get through my own, and to assume that there is a place worse than wherever I
am. So going to Los Angeles and seeing that it’s anything but a land of despair and
hollow artifice has surprised me, forced me to take stock, and allowed me to look ahead.
I spend my month in the Silver Lake bungalow doing everything but writing. I
read a couple books about California, then start on other books about other subjects. I go
on lots of walks in the neighborhood. There’s an elementary school at the end of my
block nearest Sunset, and some days I see children kicking soccer balls in the parking lot,
or tending the community garden. On the other end, the street rises into the hills, and I
follow it as it winds between hills and houses whose occupants can look out their
windows and see the the city as it stretches toward downtown. I imagine what it must be
like to live like this, and then remind myself that I already am.
One day I walk for miles down Sunset Boulevard to go record shopping. I listen
to the first Doors album, and the experience reveals nothing except that I should probably
listen to that record more often. The Byrds provoke the same reaction. Evidently these
bands didn’t leave a trace in the local air.
In Echo Park and Los Feliz, along Mulholland Drive and out in Pasadena, in
downtown Los Angeles, and even on the streets in Laurel Canyon, whose names I
recognize from books and records, the story is the same.
I go to a lot of movies. I see Chinatown and Lolita in the Hollywood Forever
Cemetery, Tootsie in an old movie palace downtown. There isn’t a single earthquake.
Everything is calmer than I expected, less hectic. People are friendly. Everything I eat is
exceptional. I don’t see the city the singers railed against, or smell the desperation that’s
all over The Day of the Locust. I’m totally underwhelmed, and I love it.
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Ostensibly, I am supposed to be uncovering the city, doing research, and making
sense of all the music I’ve loved since I was a kid. Instead I let my whims dictate where I
go, what I read, what I listen to. I accomplish very little and feel no closer to figuring out
this city.
Los Angeles, as it turns out, is simply another place I can go, and yet it’s still
unlike any other place I’ve visited. There’s no other city I’ve imbued with such
importance, or with such power, and certainly neither has our culture, by way of a city, so
successfully mystified me, for good or ill. That I spent the latter half of my twenties—and
I am now safely into my thirties—thinking about Los Angeles, holding it up to the prism
of its music and watching it catch the different, distinct, sometimes contradictory lights of
Joni Mitchell, Warren Zevon, Neil Young, the Beach Boys, and everyone else, ultimately
says less about this city, I think, than it does about me, and about the world in which I’ve
found myself. That the world Los Angeles illuminates is less physical than spiritual says
as much about my emotional life as it does about the life I imagine the city having in the
Seventies, which in turn reflects back to me aspects of myself previously hidden. More
and more, I think this is rare, remarkable, and unceasing in its pull.
I spend my last night in Los Angeles, the city to which I’ve attached most of a
lifetime of dreams and years of longing, in bed, with my headphones and a bottle of twodollar wine. The window is open to the cool of the night, and with only the bathroom
light to break the darkness, I coast through an increasingly dear progression of records—
Tonight’s the Night, Late for the Sky, Rumours, the final third of Tusk, all of Blue—none
of which I’ve managed to clarify over the past month, until the wine is gone and I’m no
longer lip-syncing but singing in the gentlest whisper. I go to sleep as the sun is coming

!

170

up, knowing I am free, certain that the dreams that tug me along through life are growing
with me, and that I’ll always have the stuff to feed them.

!

171

WORKS CITED

Band, The. Music from Big Pink. Capitol, 1968. LP.
Beach Boys, The. Endless Summer. Capitol, 1974. LP.
---. Pet Sounds. Capitol, 1966. LP.
---. SMiLE. Capitol, 2011. CD.
---. Sounds of Summer: The Very Best of the Beach Boys. Capitol, 2003. CD.
---. Summer Days (and Summer Nights!!). Capitol, 1965. LP.
---. Surf’s Up. Brother, 1971. LP.
---. Today! Capitol, 1965. LP
Beatles, The. The Beatles. Apple, 1968. LP.
Beautiful Thing. Dir. Hettie MacDonald. Film4, 1996. Film.
Berry, Chuck. “Promised Land.” St. Louis to Liverpool. Chess, 1964. LP.
Big Lebowski, The. Dir. Joel Coen and Ethan Coen. Gramercy, 1998. Film.
Browne, Jackson. Jackson Browne. Asylum, 1972. LP.
---. Late for the Sky. Asylum, 1974. LP.
---. The Pretender. Asylum, 1976. LP.
---. Running on Empty. Asylum, 1977. LP.
Buffalo Springfield. Buffalo Springfield Again. Atco, 1967. LP.
Bugliosi, Vincent, with Curt Gentry. Helter Skelter. New York: Bantam, 1975. Print.
Christgau, Robert. Any Old Way You Choose It: Rock and Other Pop Music, 1967-1973.
1973. New York: Cooper Square, 2000. Print.
Crosby, Stills, and Nash. Crosby, Stills & Nash. Atlantic, 1969. LP.
---. CSN. Atlantic, 1991. CD.

!

172

Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young. 4 Way Street. Atlantic, 1992. CD.
---. “Almost Cut My Hair.” Déjà Vu. Atlantic, 1970. LP.
Didion, Joan. Play It As It Lays. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1970. Print.
Doors, The. The Best of the Doors. Elektra, 1985. CD.
---. The Doors. Elektra, 1967. LP.
---. “Peace Frog.” Morrison Hotel. Elektra, 1970. LP.
---. “Tell All the People.” The Soft Parade. Elektra, 1969. LP.
Draper, Robert. Rolling Stone Magazine. New York: HarperPerennial, 1991. Print.
Dylan, Bob. Blood on the Tracks. Columbia, 1975. LP.
---. “Highway 61 Revisited.” Highway 61 Revisited. Columbia, 1965. LP.
---. Love and Theft. Columbia, 2001. CD.
Eagles. Desperado. Asylum, 1973. LP.
---. Hotel California. Asylum, 1976. LP.
---. Their Greatest Hits (1971-1975). Asylum, 1976. LP.
Elliot, Cass. Bubblegum, Lemonade, and… Something for Mama. Dunhill, 1969. LP.
Fleetwood Mac. Classic Albums: Rumours. Eagle Rock, 1997. DVD.
---. Mirage. Warner Bros., 1982. LP.
---. Rumours. Warner Bros., 1977. LP.
---. Tusk. Warner Bros., 1979. LP.
Franzen, Jonathan. The Discomfort Zone. New York: Picador, 2006. Print.
Gilmore, Mikal. “Days of Rage: Los Angeles Musicians Talk Back to the Critics.”
Rolling Stone 15 June 1978: 31+. Print.
Grapes of Wrath, The. Dir. John Ford. 20th Century Fox, 1940. Film.

!

173

Henley, Don, and Glenn Frey. “The Eagles Land on RS.” Rolling Stone 15 June 1978:
25+. Print.
Holden, Stephen. “Eagles: Sweet and Sexy Songs from L.A.” Rolling Stone 14 Aug.
1975: 45. Print.
Hopkins, Jerry, and Danny Sugerman. No One Here Gets Out Alive. 1980. New York:
Warner, 1995. Print.
Hoskyns, Barney. Hotel California. Hoboken: Wiley, 2006. Print.
---. Waiting for the Sun: A Rock’n’Roll History of Los Angeles. 2003. New York:
Backbeat, 2009. Print.
Kids Are All Right, The. Dir. Lisa Cholodenko. Focus, 2010. Film.
Last Waltz, The. Dir. Martin Scorsese. United Artists, 1978. Film.
Little Feat. Little Feat. Warner Bros., 1971. LP.
Los Angeles Plays Itself. Dir. Thom Andersen. Undistributed, 2003. Film.
Mamas and the Papas, The. Greatest Hits. MCA, 1998. CD.
Marcus, Greil. The Doors: A Lifetime of Listening to Five Mean Years. New York:
PublicAffairs, 2011. Print.
---. Mystery Train: Images of America in Rock’n’Roll Music. 1975. New York: Plume,
2008. Print.
---, ed. Stranded: Rock and Roll for a Desert Island. 1979. New York: Da Capo, 1996.
Print.
Mayfield, Curtis. “(Don’t Worry) If There’s Hell Below We’re All Going to Go.” Curtis.
Curtom, 1970. LP.
McCoy, Horace. They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? 1935. New York: Avon, 1969. Print.

!

174

McKinney, Devin. Magic Circles: The Beatles in Dream and History. Cambridge:
Harvard UP, 2004. Print.
McWilliams, Carey. Southern California: An Island on the Land. 1946. Salt Lake City:
Gibbs Smith, 2010. Print.
Mercer, Michelle. Will You Take Me As I Am: Joni Mitchell’s Blue Period. New York:
Free Press, 2009. Print.
Mitchell, Joni. Blue. Reprise, 1971. LP.
---. Hejira. Asylum, 1976. LP.
---. The Hissing of Summer Lawns. Asylum, 1975. LP.
Monroe Brothers, The. “What Would You Give in Exchange?” What Would You Give in
Exchange for Your Soul? Rounder Select, 2000. CD.
Newman, Randy. “Mama Told Me Not to Come.” 12 Songs. Reprise, 1970. LP.
---. “Sail Away.” Sail Away. Reprise, 1972. LP.
Parks, Van Dyke. “Come to the Sunshine.” Arrangements Volume 1. Bananastan, 2011.
CD.
---. Song Cycle. Warner Bros., 1968. LP.
“Random Notes.” Rolling Stone 8 Sept. 1977: 20+. Print.
---. Rolling Stone 20 Oct. 1977: 46+. Print.
---. Rolling Stone 18 May 1978: 35+. Print.
Rolling Stones, The. Exile on Main St. Rolling Stones, 1972. LP.
Smiths, The. “Panic.” Louder Than Bombs. Sire, 1987. LP.
Velvet Underground, The. “Heroin.” The Velvet Underground & Nico. Verve, 1967. LP.
Walker, Michael. Laurel Canyon: The Inside Story of Rock and Roll’s Legendary
Neighborhood. New York: Faber and Faber, 2006. Print.

!

175

West, Nathanael. The Day of the Locust. 1939. New York: Signet, 1983. Print.
Willis, Ellen. “Velvet Underground.” Stranded: Rock and Roll for a Desert Island. Ed.
Greil Marcus. 1979. New York: Da Capo, 1996. 71-83. Print.
Young, Charles M. “A Glimpse of the Fast Lane.” Rolling Stone 15 June 1978: 31. Print.
Young, Neil. Comes a Time. Reprise, 1978. LP.
---. Decade. Warner Bros., 1977. LP.
---. Everybody Knows This Is Nowhere. Reprise, 1969. LP.
---. Harvest. Reprise, 1972. LP.
---. Time Fades Away. Reprise, 1973. LP.
---. On the Beach. Reprise, 1974. LP.
---. Rust Never Sleeps. Reprise, 1979. LP.
---. Tonight’s the Night. Reprise, 1975. LP.
Zevon, Warren. Warren Zevon. Asylum, 1976. LP.

!

176

